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Lullabies are some of our first musical and social interactions, often rooting deep in memories 
that stay with people throughout their lives. They are a valuable aspect of bedtime routines, 
contributing to a strong sense of security and the shared experience of primary relationships 
for both child and adult. Lullaby practices are also an orally transmitted embodiment of 
intangible culture and the narrative of the caregiver. Spanning generations of cultural and 
societal development, lullabies have consistently facilitated relaxation and encapsulated 
intricacies of emotional expression, cultural identity, and relationship through their stories and 
practice. Despite these valuable attributes, an assumed narrative of delicacy, smallness, and 
simplicity has followed these songs, and they have continued to occupy little space or attention 
over the centuries. This research challenges such narratives, to explore the wellsprings of 
unspoken potency and potential of lullabies within the Irish song tradition. 
Observed by Leslie Daiken in The Lullaby Book, “Not by creature comforts exclusively 
does a baby flourish and flower. The majority of mothers know this instinctively, and they also 
know that rearing an infant must have its creative side, its poetry” (Daiken 1959:7). Who 
creates this infant-directed poetry, and does it function for the child alone? Caregiving can be 
incredibly demanding, aggravating, and anxiety-inducing, as well as fulfilling, healing, and 
freeing. If we consider lullabies as a caregiver’s poetry, as Daiken suggests – literary devices 
of storytelling, expression, aesthetic enjoyment, and engagement – a microcosm of varied and 
complex meaning can be interpreted within these songs. 
Through an ethnomusicological and song studies-based investigation, the stories of 
lullabies can be dissected to highlight areas of darker, more sinister narratives that express 
deviance from societal norms, as well as incredibly strong elements of bonding, resilience, and 
healing. Through these intimate, often private musical outlets of story, caregivers can bare 
intense feelings of love, fear, and frustration. They can confront and confide aspects of belief, 
and affirm, as well as disaffirm the intricate relationships that comprise their world on an 
individual, community, and cultural level. Orientation with such structures can further 
contribute to feelings of belonging and/or isolation. Therefore, in considering the multi-layered 
meanings of Irish traditional lullaby stories, this study yields a wealth of information on 
traditions, beliefs, and perspectives within the Irish context. The relationships reflected in these 
lullaby narratives can be considered a catalyst to reveal the profound and continuous 
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0.1 The importance of small things 
There is something to be said for the value of something small. Consider, for a moment, sand: 
masses of sediment that make up vast stretches of beach. Generally, it is not recognised for 
anything other than its small, particulate nature. However, the delicate composition of sand is 
a fascinating window into a world of shell fragments, grains of rock, and microscopic 
organisms. Its uses are diverse and fundamental, ranging from building components and 
maintaining barricades, to supporting us as we walk, sunbathe, and play at the beach. It is a 
natural part of the earth’s composition, providing homes for marine creatures, and nutrients for 
plants and animals. These features can be applied to the lullaby. Lullabies support us from the 
beginning and throughout our lifetimes. While people generally appreciate lullabies as a genre 
of infant-directed music and familial activity, their depth of meaning and value are often taken 
for granted. When studied in detail, the composition of lullabies exposes abundant folkloric 
content, narrative expression, fragments of salvaged songs, and historically and societally 
illustrative information. They are continuous resonators of human emotion and psyche, and 
intangible cultural artifacts of Irish society and the Irish song tradition. 
While teeming with information and potential, lullabies have remained unassuming 
within the larger picture of song studies and have often been diminished or bypassed entirely 
(Warner 1998a, 1998b; Ó Madagáin 1985 1989; Joyce 1873; Petrie 1855; Pettit 2014; Watt 
2012; Daiken 1959; Commins 1967; Lomax Hawes 1974; Porter 2001). Despite their 
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diminutive appearance, these songs are wellsprings of self-expression and culture, housing 
traditions, memories, beliefs, and narratives. They are a genre of music, an aspect of bedtime 
routines, a bonding mechanism, a vehicle for a collective and anonymous – often feminine – 
narrative, a way of expressing oneself, and methods for enacting and engaging with belief 
systems. They maintain a range of meaningful functions, all of which make them worthy of 
scholarly investigation. 
This research investigates the unspoken potency of lullabies by considering the 
relationships that surround and are derived from their stories and their practice. It strives to 
reroute the narrative that these are meaningless ‘ditties’ of no significance: an implication that 
has been perpetuated for generations (McGlynn,2018; Warner 1998b; Daiken 1959; Watt 2012; 
Joyce 1856 1873; Petrie,1855). From long and elaborate lyrics, to repetitive choruses of 
humming or vocables,1 one can gather layered interpretations of meaning and relationships 
embedded throughout these songs. Through consideration of their stories, and the practices and 
perceptions that surround them, the continued importance of traditional lullabies within the 
Irish context can be illustrated. 
 
0.2 Autoethnographic Background: Defining Researcher and the Field 
 
There lives an old man at the top of the street, 
And the end of his beard reaches down to his feet, 
And he's just the one person I'm longing to meet –  
I think that he sounds so exciting; 
For he talks all the day to his tortoiseshell cat, 
And he asks about this and explains about that, 
And at night he puts on a big wide-awake* hat 
And sits in the writing room, writing. 
 
He has worked all his life (and he's terribly old) 
At a wonderful spell which says 'Lo and behold! 
Your nursery fender is gold!' – and it's gold! 
(Or the tongs, or the rod for the curtain); 
But somehow he hasn't got hold of it quite, 
Or the liquid you pour on it first isn't right, 
So that's why he works on it, night after night 
Till he knows he can do it for certain. 
*So as not to go to sleep 
(‘The Alchemist’, Milne 1924:117) 
 
0.2.1 ‘Vespers’ 
This autoethnographic background starts with the poem ‘The Alchemist’, by British author 
A.A. Milne, because of the role that his work has long played in kindling playfulness and 
 
1Vocables: non-lexical syllables. 
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curiosity in my development as a learner, singer, and researcher. ‘The Alchemist’ is a poem 
that was alluring to me as a child. Anecdotally, it speaks to me as a musician, writer, and 
researcher who also seeks advice from her tortoiseshell cat on the always imperfect product of 
my practice. I did not realise the significance of Milne’s work – or indeed its relation to this 
research – until I was deep into the writing process. In reviewing my interview with Róisín Ní 
Ghallóglaigh, she mentioned that her parents used to sing ‘Christopher Robin’ to her and her 
siblings when they were young. She sang the two phrases that she remembered, one being a 
lilted six-syllable phrase, and the other being “Christopher Robin is saying his prayers” (Ní 
Ghallóglaigh 2018). We continued by noting Milne’s epoch, occupation, and nationality. 
I did not pursue this any further at the time of the interview as it seemed tangential from 
my focus on Irish traditional lullabies. Upon reviewing this, my curiosity rose. I then surveyed 
my own collection of Milne poetry and prose that my father and grandfather had read to my 
brothers and me since we were small. Flipping through its pages in search for anything having 
to do with bedtime, lullabies, or prayers, I came upon the poem ‘Vespers’.2 The last two lines 
of its first and sixth verses read: 
Hush! Hush! Whisper who dares!3 
Christopher Robin is saying his prayers. 
(Milne 1924:117) 
 
I sent a photo of the poem to Ní Ghallóglaigh who ecstatically confirmed that this was her 
parents’ ‘Christopher Robin’ lullaby. Looking into things further, this poem was put to music 
by Frank Luther in 1933. It was then recorded and re-released several times throughout the 
twentieth century, sometimes under the name ‘Christopher Robin is Saying his Prayers’ 
(Luther 1933; Lynn 1948; Inman 1978; Friesen 1994). It is therefore likely that ‘Vespers’ 
would have made it into the lulling routines of caregivers of the late-twentieth century. This 
has long been the case, with the progression of popular music into folk music and lulling 
traditions through the oral tradition (Daiken 1959). It took this interaction with Ní 
Ghallóglaigh, and tangential research into ‘Vespers’ for me to understand how the works of 
the poets that peopled my literary youth influenced not only my identity and personality, but 
also the subject, focus, and aims of this research. 
 
2Interestingly, it was in this survey of Milne collections that I also came across ‘Cradle Song’ (Milne 1927). These 
poems had always been there but were only now springing from the pages. ‘Cradle Song’, like ‘Vespers’, is very 
descriptive of the child’s surroundings during bedtime. Rather than directing the child to go to sleep, ‘Vespers’ 
paints Christopher Robin’s perspective as he says his prayers, while ‘Cradle Song’ describes the toes, eyes, and 
hair of red-headed Timothy Tim as he walks, cries, and goes to sleep. 
3Six syllables, which match what Ní Ghallóglaigh was singing. 
4 
 
How does a popularised poem by a British author influence a study on Irish traditional 
lullabies? It comes down to how such authors convey meaningful messages through their 
written word, and how that has influenced my thinking and interpretation. Many people have 
asked of this research: Why Ireland? Why traditional? Why lullabies? Until this revelation with 
‘Vespers’, I found it difficult to fully answer these questions. My responses hesitantly included: 
Irish music, song, and culture are enthralling to me; I find lullabies to be enchanting; I have 
always been fascinated by the history and folklore of Ireland, which is expressed in these songs. 
These answers are true, but I never felt that they were right. Upon considering ‘Vespers’ and 
Milne’s work as an influential force, part of the drive for this research has stemmed out of my 
early literary upbringing. 
It is often an aim of poets and writers to artfully convey a depth of meaning through 
language. An aim of Milne’s work – along with many writers of Fantasy or Children’s genres 
– seems to be the depiction of the world through the eyes of the imaginative child. Milne 
created the universe of Winnie the Pooh and his The Hundred Acre Wood, Lewis Carroll 
created Alice and her Wonderland (Carroll 1865). Similarly, Dr Seuss’ prolific portfolio (Seuss 
2015) is a staple of the twentieth- and twenty-first-century child’s reading list. While these 
works may sometimes seem light and innocuous, they are by no means shallow in meaning or 
free from sinister or charged content. 
They often effectively interact with quite mature, and sometimes grave subjects 
(Warner 1998b; Watt 2012; Opie and Opie 1997; Daiken 1959; Tatar 2010; Nic Lochlainn 
2017). Studying Milne further, The Hundred Acre Wood is a form of an enchanted Otherworld 
where impossibilities are animated (Milne 1926 1939; Wright 2017; Tatar 2010; Bottigheimer 
2009). The vitality of Christopher’s animals could be the projection and processing of various 
emotions, states of being, and human dilemmas. The invention of Hefallumps, for example, 
can represent confrontation of one’s fears, as is often the interpretation of fairy tale monsters 
and dragons (Warner 1998b). Indeed, the aspects of the melancholic Eeyore are said to 
resemble Milne’s own demeanour (Wright 2017; Milne 1939). Looking at his poem ‘The 
Alchemist’, subjects of persistence, patience, and frustration are addressed through a child’s 
wonderment of an old wizard, mastering his craft. 
Mature concepts within fantastical, often child-directed literature connect audiences at 
several levels. Not only are educational conversations introduced to children, but also safe and 
freeing spaces for emotional expression are provided for adults. Milne’s stories have provided 
not only a point of familial bonding between him and his son but are also said to – perhaps 
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unconsciously – be an outlet for him to cope with symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder 
developed through military service (Milne 1939; Wright 2017). Forms of storytelling can be 
an amplified platform to address controversial or intimidating topics. One can perceive the 
world through the child’s eye, think outside of the box, and escape into an intellectually crafted 
world where worries, fears, and troubles become Sneetches, Jabberwockies, and Heffalumps.  
They investigate the complexities of life through innocent lenses, as well as enjoy 
innocence itself. They serve as a place for child and adult alike, to not only to address such 
issues but also to feel safeguarded; adults can forget about the struggles of daily life for a 
minute and retreat into the nostalgia of remembered childhood (Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; 
Warner 1998b; Tatar 2010; Turner 1996). This parallels with details of the belief systems, 
folklore, and the supernatural that are abundant throughout traditional lullaby repertoire. It is 
therefore through the stories of these songs that we will access and interpret this material. 
Before falling down Carroll’s rabbit hole and into an entirely different thesis, let us 
remember that Milne, and the like, were influential in my upbringing and ultimate interest in 
lullabies; they are not, themselves, the subject of this dissertation. This brief venture into 
worlds of Children’s and Fantasy literature relates to Irish traditional lullabies because, for me, 
they bring about similar affective landscapes. While lullabies have a reputation of being 
innocuous and narratively mild, they can address serious and controversial topics that affect 
the relationships surrounding them: such as abandonment, mortality, infanticide, and abduction 
(Dennehy, E. 2016; Luddy 2013; Watt 2012; Kelly 2007; Commins 1967; Daiken 1959; Nic 
Lochlainn 2017; Warner 1998b; Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Foyster 2013; Golež Kaučič 2017; Tatar 
2010; Nic Amhlaoibh 2016 2018; Turner 1996; Opie and Opie 1997).  
Like Milne’s world built for Christopher Robin, lullabies can be both a means of 
education and play for the child as well as a reflexive projection and coping mechanism, and 
source of narration and commentary for the caregiver. Reflecting upon the literary concepts of 
authors such as Milne, I am better able to answer the question of: why lullabies? I am fascinated 
by the lullaby’s ability to serve as tools of self-expression, bonding, and embodiment of 
traditions, as well as their capacity to address complex concepts, relationships, and narratives 
through the innocence of child-directed song within the context of Irish society and tradition. 
Scholarship and collections have minimally noted lullabies throughout written history 
in Ireland.  While there has been some dedicated publication to this genre in the Scottish and 
British contexts (Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; Budd 1930; Gosset 1915), and through the Spanish 
context in the works of Federico García Lorca (García Lorca 2008), there has been minimal 
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literature devoted exclusively to Irish traditional lullabies as part of song repertoire (Nic 
Lochlainn 2017; Ó Madagáin 1989; Daiken 19594). This suggests that they are not given as 
much weight or value as other song genres, such as laments, ballads, or the aislíng.5 This study 
serves as a propositional approach to lullabies, initiating academic inquiry through the lenses 
of Irish traditional song studies, folklore, and ethnomusicology. This is done by considering 
the stories of four Irish traditional lullabies in detail. I will be citing other examples of lullabies 
when appropriate, as well as other songs that share space with the lullaby genre. In considering 
the stories of these songs, we can interpret and understand the relationships that form within 
and around them. 
 
0.2.2 Locating the Researcher and the Research 
As noted by Barz and Cooley, “We proposed that there was much to gain in carrying out 
fieldwork] by shifting the emphasis away from representation (text) toward experience, a term 
that we believe encapsulates the essence of fieldwork” (Barz and Cooley 2008:4). Experience 
can be interpreted in many ways6 and relates directly to concepts of relationship that undercut 
the meaning derived from lullaby content. Acknowledging factors of my identity and how I 
interpret data is important in terms of situating myself when carrying out this research. Drawing 
on this personal experience has been helpful in interpreting these songs and their practice 
through an ethnomusicological lens. In the following section, I account for several etic and 
emic facets to my own experience and identity, and how both perspectives influence this 
research (Headland, Pike and Harris 1990). 
I come to this research primarily as a singer of Western Art Song and Irish traditional 
singing styles as well as an ethnomusicologist, and music educator. With knowledge and 
experience in these fields, I have been able to interact with the social perspective of traditional 
singing, as well as analyse these lullabies on a musicological level. The linguistic aspect of 
these vocal genres, and accessing Irish-language material within this research, will be 
considered in further detail below. However, it can be noted presently as an additional facet to 
 
4Leslie Daiken’s position is interesting within this statement. While he was born and raised in Dublin, he moved 
to London after graduating from Trinity and lived out his life in England. While he draws on Irish material in his 
book, it is a wider survey of lullabies from many countries and cultures. 
5Aisling: Vision poetry. This is a subgenre of Irish traditional song and poetry that will often incorporate political 
allegory into Otherworld love songs, especially in later compositions. Pre-political aisling centred strongly around 
portraying enchanting fairy temptresses and conveying prophetic dreams (McLaughlin 2018; Shields 1993; 
Hennigan 2012). Such genres as aislings, love songs, and more have been accounted for more substantially and 
are sometimes referred to as amhráin mhóra (big songs) (Ní Riain 2016; Cormican 2018; Ó Laoire 2000a). 
6Such as the experiences of characters within lullaby stories, of caregivers and the cared for, of informants 
remembering their lulling moments, and my experiences leading up to and carrying out this research. 
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consider in my emic and etic placement as a researcher. Being a native English-speaker 
working with mainly Irish-language lullabies through this study, I assumed an etic and 
cautionary perspective when approaching the lyrics of these songs. 
To compile a working understanding of these lyrics, I drew from pre-existing 
translations, the expertise of the Irish and Folklore departments of the University of Limerick, 
and from the understanding of Irish language and song that my informants maintained. I also 
strove to better my own understanding of the Irish language by undertaking language modules 
at the University of Limerick, supplemented by learning applications for smartphone, such as 
Duolingo. While maintaining this standpoint as a student of the Irish language, I also felt a 
level of confidence in drawing from my previous life experiences in vocal studies. Through 
my progression as a singer, I have sung in over twenty different languages in several contexts 
and genres. I have continuously put my understanding of the pronunciation, and literal and 
poetic meaning of a song at the forefront of my learning objectives. 
While finding a balance of outsider/insider perspective is a complex task – especially 
when dealing with a phenomenon put into practice as regularly and globally as lullabies – I 
have endeavoured to incorporate and take advantage of assets that bring me to both sides of 
this dichotomy. This research has not interacted with lullabies in the embodied and practical 
sphere of observing caregivers singing lullabies to children, or singing these lullabies to 
children, myself. However, I have personally experienced the calming effects of lullabies 
through my own experiences in childhood, and through observing these effects in performance 
settings (Rynne 2015; Watts 2015; Thompson 2014, 2016). Furthermore, I chose to supplement 
my own knowledge and experiences with first-hand accounts from informants who have 
experienced both the practical and performative settings of lullaby singing. This delicate and 
meaningful shared experience of lullabies in individual capacities has been a vital backbone of 
relationships throughout my ethnographic work. Irene Watt’s doctoral work was very 
informative in this aspect. She placed herself in an incorporated role of participant-observer 
through facilitating mother and baby lullaby workshops and drawing from her 
autoethnographic experiences as a musical mother (Watt 2012). 
My identity as a woman offers the facet of gender7 to the etic/emic discussion. While 
gender is becoming a more fluid, evolving concept in societies today, lullaby singing is still 
 
7Gender is an incredibly important and complex subject within lullaby songs and singing. It has never been an 
intentional or central focus of this study. However, it has organically and prominently emerged in different forms, 
thus highlighting its salience and need for acknowledgement and discussion. 
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very much associated with motherhood and femininity. This resonated not only through 
interviews and the songs themselves but also through literature surrounding caregiving and 
child-directed singing (Warner 1998a, 1998b; Daiken 1959; Mackinlay 2009; O’Neill et al. 
2001; Nic Lochlainn 2017; Watt 2012). In his fieldwork in Italy and Spain, Alan Lomax went 
as far as to posit that lullabies were indicative of the mother’s state of being, with her sense of 
liberty, womanhood, and sexuality directly interpreted through her song and singing style 
(Lomax 1959). Lomax’s assertions of lullabies being a female practice and a safe outlet for 
direct expression of internal narratives are echoed in Rayna Green’s writing. Green considers 
the expression of gossip and bawdy lore in the safe space of women’s song – including lullabies 
– of the American South (Green 1990). Candid reflection of the feminine narrative has long 
been embedded in lullaby singing. This sense of safety within these songs comes through, not 
only in my own female experiences but also from historical accounts and from my informants.8  
Being from the United States, there is a difference in cultural background which can be 
seen as a dividing factor between myself as the researcher and these songs and practices being 
from the Irish context. However, such distance from a cultural practice can also be seen as a 
strength for objectively interpreting a tradition (Pettit 2014; Barz and Cooley 2008; Nettl 2015; 
Seeger 2004). As ‘Irishness’ was not an aspect of my upbringing or identity – other than 
through a sense of Irish American hereditary connection and an interest in Irish music and 
culture from a young age – it seemed imperative to gain a level of understanding in aspects of 
Irish culture in order to have a deeper understanding of these songs. While I was not taught 
traditional song through establishments such as Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann, 9  I have 
dedicated substantial energy to learning Irish traditional song style and repertoire. This has 
resulted in an organic adjustment of my own identity as a singer. I believe that my combination 
of identities of singer, teacher, and researcher contributes to my interest and ability to access 
the stories and relationships of Irish traditional lullaby songs and practices. 
Heaslip, Hean and Parker take full advantage of both the etic and emic perspectives in 
their study on Gypsy Roma Traveller community vulnerability, proposing to embrace the 
 
8It should be noted that lullabies are not an exclusively feminine activity as there are both historic and current 
accounts of male caregivers lulling (Watt 2012; Pettit 2014; Daiken 1959; O’Sullivan 1981; Petrie 1855). Andrew 
Pettit has been a contemporary example of strong male interest and interaction with these songs through his work 
with lullaby practices in Indian megacities (Pettit 2014). These songs resonate across the gender spectrum and 
have continued to be evidenced as being sung by both women and men. That being said, there has long been an 
acceptance of their traditional connections with femininity. 
9Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann is a non-profit educational group established in the mid-twentieth century with 
hundreds of branches spreading across Ireland and the world. These branches specialize in music, dance, and 
language, and use a range of teaching methods that include oral transmission, tablature and music literacy, and 
community engagement (Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann 2020). 
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advantages of both in a third ‘etemic’10 approach. “It is important to see this model as a jigsaw, 
with each individual component from the left [etic] and the right [emic] representing a piece of 
the puzzle. Whilst focusing upon each puzzle piece is important in the building of an 
understanding, it is not until both pieces have been put together that you have a depth of 
understanding of the whole experience” (Heaslip et al. 2016:3435). Thinking reflexively, I 
possess varying qualities that make me both an emic and etic player in this research. I bring 
skills, knowledge, and passion from my previous experiences while continuously being 
influenced, and learning more from the scholarship, the songs, and my informants’ perspective. 
This forms a version of the ‘Other’ within my own identity (Rice 2010b). 
The ‘insider/outsider’ dichotomy – an etemic stance – is an articulate way of explaining 
the experiential and continuous path that ethnographers undertake to convey the concepts, 
intricacies, and implications of their focus from as close to an objective insider’s perspective 
as possible. The ethnographer will never be insider, outsider, or objective. They strive to find 
a point of balance for the sake of experience-based representation (Barz & Cooley 2008; 
Costello 2015). This intertwining of experience and interpretation for representation within the 
etemic model resonates with much of Thomas Turino’s theoretical work on Peircean Semiotics 
within music (Turino 1999, 2008 2014). Such thinking has been quite influential to this 
research and is ultimately where I can place myself, reflecting on my fieldwork experiences. 
 
0.2.3 Locating the Field 
The ‘field’ in this research can be understood in several ways. In the practice of lullaby singing 
and the literary narrative of the songs themselves, both their physical and metaphysical fields 
are questioned (Watt 2012; McLaughlin 2018). McLaughlin contemplates this issue, saying: 
Although Timothy Rice uses the phrase ‘the metaphorical creation of the researcher’ to 
describe the field of ‘fieldwork far from home’ (Rice in Barz and Cooley 1997 p.107), I think 
it an apt description of my own fieldwork, which has taken place very much on my home 
ground but the material is of such a hidden and ephemeral nature that it begs metaphorical 
creation. 
(McLaughlin 2018:10) 
There is an association between the focuses of this research and that of McLaughlin’s, as well 
as Rice’s metaphorical fields. While McLaughlin divided her field between the imagined 
narrative and physical location, this study focuses less on geographical connections with songs, 
 
10 This third space that bridges insider and outside was also noted by Rice (Rice 2010b), regarding 




and more on the relationships that develop through the varying practices of lullaby singing. I 
distinguish the ‘field’ of my research between the textual, metaphysical lens of the song 
narratives and a contextual, physical lens, by considering the various settings in which we sing 
lullabies. This feeds into approaches taken by Irene Watt, and the acknowledgement and 
balance between textual and contextual orientations to the research (Watt 2012). 
 
0.2.3.1 Textually Speaking 
In describing this lens of focus as ‘textual’, I consider the perceptions of previous periods, as 
well as narrative landscapes found in the lyrics of lullabies. These songs were initially 
approached by seeking out recently recorded professional outputs such as CD’s and sound 
archives. I also looked into written records of song and lullabies such as songbooks, collections, 
and edited monographs. Spaces of online song compilation11 were also useful areas for initial 
exploration. After finding lullabies and relevant material through such sources, and speaking 
with several informants, I wanted to better understand the lullaby’s place in the historical 
context of Irish song. As I traced the legacies of select lullabies, I continued to find older 
versions, and other lullaby examples that were not as actively sustained into the present day. 
One instance includes the lullabies collected by Adelaide Gosset. While she included 
many examples that have followed through into current knowledge and practice, several have 
remained quietly kept in her pages for over a century. One example is ‘Neece The Rapparee’, 
which I have only come across through her, and Anna MacManus’ work (Gosset 1915:129; 
MacManus 1902:89). I gained further understanding of how lullabies were applied and valued 
during different epochs of Ireland, and how Irish society continues to value lullabies within the 
larger matrix of Irish traditional music and culture. This branch of my research also took me 
into folkloric and mythological areas that directly related to the depth of tradition in current 
lullaby songs and practice. 
Within the Irish context, written reference to music and song began to come through 
around the 1600s and grew into a popular movement of conservation in the late 1700s and 
after. The career of Edward Bunting is a well-known example of this upward trend (Grattan 
Flood 2008; Bunting 1797; O’Neill 2007). Drawing from Irish mythology, na suantraithe, or 
the music(s) of enchanted sleep, are one of the Three Noble Strains of music set down by the 
 
11Sources include: Songs in Irish 2020; The Session 2020; Celtic Lyrics Corner 2008; Irish Traditional Music 
Archive 2020; Mainly Norfolk 2020; Yannucci 2020. 
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Dagda, a god of the Tuatha de Dannan,12 and are some of the first written references to lulling 
within Ireland. Some other examples reaching back in history include the works of 
seventeenth/eighteenth-century harper and composer Turlough O’Carolan, which began to be 
published in the eighteenth century, first through the Neal brothers (Neal and Neal 1986) and 
later Edward Bunting (Bunting 1797).  
In order to maintain a manageable field of focus, this study briefly considers a broader 
survey of references to lulling from earlier centuries. This includes their appearance in 
medieval literature or their mythological groundings but sets a more investigative scope within 
the mid-nineteenth century, and onwards into current practice. George Petrie and Patrick 
Weston Joyce are two collectors whose work exemplifies nineteenth-century song collection 
efforts – including lullabies – and will be considered in detail in Chapter 2. With such an 
increase in song and music collection, publication, literacy, and printing, the twentieth century 
up to the present yields abundant examples of song and music collection (Grattan Flood 2008; 
O’Sullivan 1981; Henry 1990; Cronin and Ó Cróinín 2000; Shields 2019, to name a few). 
A portion of this research focuses on the period of Irish Romantic Nationalism in the 
nineteenth century, and the emergence of ‘Celticism’:13 a time of vested inquiry into Ireland’s 
ancient past. This was a collective movement toward the representation and preservation of 
traditions, such as music, in order to capture what scholars and collectors believed to be an 
essence of Irish culture found in the working class of the nation (Costello 2015; Bell 2008; 
Foster 2003). Orally transmitted music was increasingly transcribed and disseminated to a 
broader reading audience. Preceding this, minimal written record existed of the traditional 
music of Ireland. These sources are therefore where many current traditional music and song 
scholars begin their search, as collections from this time are often some of the earliest known 
recordings of traditional music, dance, and other customs. The four lullabies examined in detail 
 
12The Tuatha de Dannan (the tribe of the gods of Danu) were a mythical race that populated Ireland in the ancient 
past. In Irish mythology, they arose from the mist and conquered Ireland. The Milesians eventually overthrew 
them, and with their defeat, they divided Ireland in half. The Milesians received the land above ground, and 
the Tuatha de Dannan received the land underground. The Tuatha de Dannan are comparative to the pantheon of 
Greek gods and goddesses – supernatural, but not faultless. For more on their origins and character, see Gregory 
2015; White 1976; Sugg 2018; Macalister 1938; McLaughlin 2017, 2018. 
13The Celtic Revival stemmed out of a more pan-European movement of Romanticism and Nation Making, 
occurring in the eighteenth and nineteenth century (Costello 2015; Leerssen 2013). The thrust behind this 
movement of intelligentsia and scholars came from the notion that to find and embrace the Irish national identity 
was to dig into a “glorious past” of the “archaic Celtic” (Costello 2015:52), drawing inspiration encountered’ from 
the idea of the Irish Bardic society and Ossianic poetry. Discussion of the Celtic Bard ties in with some of Irene 
Watt’s discussion of the relationship between lullabies and harp music, bringing lulling traditions further back in 
history (Watt 2012). For more on Romantic Nationalism, the Gaelic Revival, and the Celtic Revival, see Costello 
2015; Leerssen 2013; Brown 1985, 1996; Petrie 1855; Grattan Flood 2008; White, 2005. 
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throughout this dissertation (see section 0.5 below) are not included in any song collections of 
the nineteenth century that I encountered, and can be traced through written records to the early 
to mid-1900s. This lineage can suggest either more recent origins to the songs than the 
nineteenth century, or the exclusion of these songs from these collections.  
While gaining an understanding of the lullaby’s emergence through mythology and the 
oral tradition was a vital component of this study, rather than being a historical study entirely, 
my focus lies more in how their histories and stories are interpreted and valued today. Ancient 
mythological devices and historical contexts will contribute to explaining some components of 
these key songs. Examining the various relationships enacted in lullabies and their practice 
will, however, remain closer to the present day, as perceptions spanning generations are 
reimagined and recreated through their embodiment. These earlier systems captured by the 
piece of art – in this case, the lullaby texts – can be (re)presented (Atkinson 2016; Ní Riain 
2018) and made current again through the interpretation and embodiment of these narratives 
in various contexts of song, musicking (Small 2010), dance, and other representational media. 
My temporal field of focus includes current and previous evidence and representation of 
lullabies and their practice, and imagined perceptions presented through their narratives. 
 
0.2.3.2 Contextually Speaking 
Finding these songs in current contexts was, at times, challenging. The sense of 
appropriateness, sacredness, and privacy involved in their practical embodiment as sleep aids 
is reminiscent of Blacking’s struggles in respecting informant privacy while conducting 
fieldwork on Venda initiation traditions in Africa (Blacking 2000). While his informants were 
open to giving him information and demonstrations of some practices, other contexts were 
completely private and reserved solely for individuals involved in the sacred initiation 
ceremonies. Blacking faced the challenge of wanting to report on these ceremonies fully, but 
not wanting to break ethical codes of conduct by intruding on settings where his presence as 
an outside researcher would not have been appropriate (Rice 2014; Small 2010; Grimes 2014). 
Regarding lullabies, their voicing can be quite a sacred activity, calling for a high level of 
intimacy. The interjection of myself in this environment therefore has the potential to make 
participants uncomfortable quickly. This can erode not only the lulling situation but also one’s 
good standing with their informant. 
This research focuses more on the reflective experience of the adult caregiver rather 
than on the observed effects of lullabies on children. First-hand accounts from ethnographic 
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interviews were incredibly valuable in this regard. Focuses were centred around informant 
perspectives rather than participant-observation within the more private and intimate 
caregiving context. In these interviews, participants had the opportunity to reflect upon their 
own experiences, give insight into what their personal memories meant to them, and discuss 
how they informed their opinions of lullaby songs and practices. An example of this occurred 
in an interview with Irish traditional fiddler and uillean piper, Mickey Dunne. 
There was all of us in the one room. You know, there was a big gang of us, sixteen of us in 
the house [...] So, we had to share. Seven of us in one room. And the babies in another, and 
my mother would sing to pass the time and to get them to sleep [...] We enjoyed it actually. 
We enjoyed listening to her, she was a good singer.” 
(Dunne, M. 2017) 
Through his memories, one can sense how strongly Dunne felt about his family, his mother, 
and her singing. From a community musician’s perspective, Kathleen Turner reflected on the 
ability for these songs to slingshot us into our pasts through a sonic madeleine moment.14 She 
noted that for herself and Óscar Mascareñas, during their workshops with the Limerick Lullaby 
Project (Carolan et al. 2012), lullabies were some of: 
[…] the songs that were […] that memory of being sung to, by our parents. And the way that 
that remained in our bones, really. You continue to have those memories of that, but you also 
continue to have that kind of physical, and mental reaction to that sound, or that feeling. There 
are particular songs that for me will still have a very particular affect, and they’re because I 
associate them with childhood. And just, not even consciously, I know that that’s where I 
acquired them, and they just, they bring me back to a very particular space.  
(Turner 2016) 
Many societal changes have had an impact on lullaby practices (Pettit 2014): such as language 
use, technological advancement, and caregiver preference. This was brought to my attention 
by interviewees, as well as traditional repertoire frequently appearing in professional outputs. 
The other principal location of inquiry was through the performance of lullabies by Irish 
traditional singers. Exposure to these songs through recordings and live artistic performances 
was helpful in familiarizing myself with the songs in a performed, musical manner, rather than 
solely reading their texts from the page. This turned out to be a cyclical exercise, with these 
sources being where I first encountered some of these songs. From hearing versions of lullabies 
by a range of singers, I compiled lists of their appearances and versions. This was useful in 
contemplating their continuity and divergence through time and transmission. Recurring 
themes began to emerge from this system of coding, set parallel to the textual analysis of the 
 
14This is in reference to the literary device used by Marcel Proust in his 1913 novel À la recherche du temps perdu 
(In Search of Lost Times), in which the specific taste of a madeleine biscuit dunked in tea signals an involuntary, 
vivid, and vast memory from his childhood (Proust 2018). 
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song stories, which went on to help inform why these songs and practices maintain continued 
importance in various contexts. 
Such an approach was an integral part of analysing the textual and musical components 
of traditional lullabies on a deeper level. Through interviews, I gained insight into the 
presentation of these songs as artistic pieces and cultural artefacts, rather than solely as sleep 
aids. Indeed, the performative context of Irish traditional lullabies was the principal vantage 
point to access the vocalizing of these four focus songs in detail. I was able to understand the 
profound narrative potential of these songs, and their importance as an aspect of historical and 
current lulling practice, an educational and expressive tool, as well as a form of traditional song 
and Irish culture. This research addresses the valuable interaction of both the repertoire, as 
isolated specimens, and ethnographic perceptions and experiences surrounding lullaby singing. 
These interviews were richly informed by the childhood memories and experiences of 
participants, which in turn was helpful when considering the lullabies themselves. 
Additionally, the traditional lullaby repertoire, and the stories and beliefs woven through them, 
provided me with illuminating perspectives on the depth, dimension, and sense of rooted 
context surrounding these songs and their practice. 
Therefore, the two main physical fields of lullaby singing on which this research 
focuses are the practical and the performative settings. The practical setting was considered, 
for the evident reasoning that the context of child pacification and parent/child bonding, as well 
as the expression of deep-set fears, is where these songs are born. Performative settings of 
shows, CD’s and sessions15 were also important to consider, as these are mainly intended for 
the demographic with whom this research focuses – adults – as opposed to performances that 
are directed more toward younger listeners. What arose was that the initiatives and outputs 
from these commercial contexts serve, as outlets for these songs as not only performance 
pieces, but also intangible artefacts of the Irish song tradition, culture, and heritage.  
Furthermore, performance contexts are areas of song practice in which covert layers of 
meaning and expression are artfully, and often deeply explored and represented by singers. 
Interconnected themes of emotional affect, educational development, their multifaceted 
benefits in music therapy, community music, and for wellbeing (cognitive, social, 
psychological, physiological, and more) surfaced through both of these contexts. This led to 
inquiring upon other contexts in which one might find lullaby singing. As these arose I 
 
15It should also be noted that the competitive context, such as Feis Ceoil competitions and festivals, are further 
performative outlets through which many people have come into contact with lullabies. 
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extended ethnographic discussions community musicians, educators, and music therapists to 
gain a more well-rounded perspective on the diverse benefits of lullabies and their practice.  
This is reflected in literature, with evidence accumulating in recent scholarship to 
suggest that infant-directed singing is a much more valuable facet to healthy wellbeing, 
attachment, and cognitive development than is generally acknowledged (Carolan et al. 2012; 
Brand 1985; Haslbeck 2014; Watt 2012; Daiken 1959 Lordier et al. 2019; O’Neill, Trainor and 
Trehub 2001; Clark and Humphries 2013; Cassidy and Standley 1995; Standley 2003; Loewy 
et al. 2013; Loewy 2015). While this study does not heavily focus on these contexts, such 
perspectives played a significant role in bringing further dimension to the content of Irish 
traditional lullabies as sources of expression, bonding, and healing. I consider the use of 
lullabies in contexts such as these to be an area of potential for further study and applicability. 
It is an intention of this study to open this door to future research on Irish traditional lullabies 
in a variety of contexts. 
The field for this research can therefore be seen as multifaceted: spanning across time, 
physicality, and functionality. In part, my field is physical, and observable in real-time where 
lullabies can be heard and discussed in the present moment through various contextual outlets. 
Simultaneously there is a metaphysical, metaphorical field in which I investigate the emotional 
resonance of these songs through their texts and historical legacies. I explore their societal 
roots, as well as their folkloric and literary content as an outlet of expression. The physical and 
metaphysical fields to view these songs were ultimately intertwined and found integral 
interplay while interpreting their overall importance and vitality. 
 
0.3 Informing Fields 
While this research draws from a wide variety of fields that have particularly informed my 
thinking and course of action in addressing traditional lullabies, it is firmly based in Irish 
traditional music and song, through the lenses of ethnomusicology, folklore, and traditional 
song studies. I feel that this research will inform these fields through new thought on a class of 
song that has continuously gained little acknowledgement. Ethnomusicology, traditional song 
studies, cultural studies, sociology, and anthropology – with specific focuses on current and 
historical Irish society – have influenced my conception of lullaby singing as a musical, 
cultural, and societal practice. They have also helped place lullabies in context within historic 
and current Ireland. Irish mythology and folklore have contributed similarly to the narratives, 
characters, customs, actions, and beliefs found in lullaby lyrics and practice. Literary and 
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metaphor studies have helped unlock the depth of meaning in the folkloric, mythological, and 
narrative content of lullabies. This sheds light on the caregiver’s intent and internal narratives. 
This research has also been supplemented by a range of studies to acknowledge this 
aspect of one’s inner psyche and their relationship with their child and the world around them. 
Such studies include fields of community music, nursing, midwifery, music therapy, music 
education, linguistics, psychology, and the neurological and physiological effects of music, 
singing, and lullaby practices. To a smaller extent, knowledge was also drawn from studies in 
paediatrics and palliative care. It is important to note that while this research is not based in 
these fields, specific points of discussion and thought would not have been possible without 
drawing the necessary background knowledge from them. As this research was built from 
diverse fields, so too can it inform them by deepening understandings of lullaby song and 
practice through historical, traditional, and contemporary perspectives. 
 
0.4 Irish Traditional Music, Songs, and Lullabies  
This research is firmly rooted in Irish traditional music studies. More specifically, it occupies 
more niche spaces of traditional song and children’s song16 studies. The definition of what is 
considered to be the essence of Irish traditional music and song has long been debated, leaning 
into themes of cultural identity, politics, and nationalism (Petrie 1855; Grattan Flood 2008; 
Costello 2015; Connolly 2006; Leerssen 2013; Hutchinson 1987; Ní Shíocháin 2017; White 
2008). Practitioners and theorists alike have problematised issues in these fields including: 
identity, regionality, playing and singing styles, multi-layered meanings of songs and tunes, 
their musical construction and makeup, socio-political factors, and more (Brown 2019; Ó 
Laoire and Nic an Airchinnigh 2014; Motherway 2013; Keegan 2010). Fields such as 
ethnomusicology, Irish cultural studies, feminism, historical musicology, and political sciences 
also have influences in studies of Irish traditional music and song (Nash 1993a, 1993b; Nettl 
2015; Leerssen 1996; Zimmerman 1967).  
The accounting for songs through transcription, description, and analysis found footing 
in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century (Grattan Flood 2008; Bunting 1797). 
Therefore, the field of Irish traditional song studies is arguably newer in comparison to its 
instrumental counterpart of Irish traditional music. While Irish traditional song can be 
considered a newer field of study, its gaining traction is evidenced by the increased interest and 
 
16Children’s song indicates song created by and/or directed toward children. Under this category, we can consider 
lullabies to generally be created by adults and directed toward children. 
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focus dedicated to the field by different research clusters. Additionally, several publications 
cement the grounding of this field, such as recent doctoral dissertations (Costello 2015; Dike 
2017; McLaughlin 2018; Watt 2012; Casey 2020) and notable book publications (Motherway 
2013; Ó Laoire 2005; Shields 1993). The fields of Irish traditional music and song are 
highlighted here, providing further context for Irish traditional lullabies.17 Vocal music from 
the Irish tradition, like instrumental music, has many subcategories of expression based on 
characteristics and composition, as well as use and function. These classes of song range from 
love songs, aisling (vision poetry/song), caoineadh (laments) and drinking songs, to epics that 
regale battles, and songs of emigration. Lullabies, when considered within this system of 
traditional song, tend to be described as work or occupational songs and/or songs for children 
(Vallely 1999:625, 641; Ó Madagáin 1985; Daiken 1959; Warner, 1998b; Watt 2012). 
Defined as a keyword later in this dissertation, the Irish traditional lullaby is noted here 
for its distinctive qualities. It straddles several of these subgenres within Irish traditional song 
and music, and indeed, can carve out a space of its own within the broader scope of the genre. 
Being widely known as infant-directed songs to facilitate sleep, they are often considered in 
ethnographic perspectives and in published scholarship as a class of children’s songs: generally 
created by adults and sung to children (Vallely 1999; Opie and Opie 1997; Watt 2012; Daiken 
1959; Warner, 1998b; Ó Madagáin 1985; Porter 2001; McGlynn 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 
2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á 2016).  
They are also often considered a form of work song, as they are sung in aid of a specific 
occupation, and to preoccupy the mind through “relieving the monotony of the work” (Ó 
Madagáin 1985:206; Daiken 1959; Watt 2012). Depending on the content of the lullaby and 
contexts of singing, they can further incorporate aspects of love songs, lyrical laments and 
narrative, bawdy, and humorous songs in order to express and conceal a myriad of emotional 
and narrative content (Shields 1993; Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; Ó Madagáin 1989). They also 
occupy noteworthy space in the area of Otherworld song, as their content and functions often 
interact with aspects of belief systems (McLaughlin 2018; de Cléir 2018; Warner, 1998b). Irish 
traditional lullabies as a niche subject – see Figure 1 below – in turn, share characteristics with 
a variety of Irish traditional song, and are applicable to many different functions and settings. 
Because of this, these songs have been vehicles through which a variety of subjects have been 
 
17Fintan Vallely’s The Companion to Irish Traditional Music, (Vallely 1999). See also, Ó Riada 1982; Grattan 




expressed: self-expression and advocacy, bonding and parenting, cultural identity and 
representation, folklore, mythology and the Otherworld, tradition, and transmission. 
 
Figure 1 Lullabies as a subset of Irish traditional music. 
Space should also be made to also acknowledge the linguistic aspect of Irish traditional songs 
and lullabies. As stated above, regarding my placement as the researcher within the field, I very 
much draw from the knowledge of others to maintain understanding of the Irish language, and 
Irish-language song. Such outlets include previous translations, faculty, and modules in 
language and folklore at the University of Limerick, my informants, and previous scholarship. 
Because of various socio-cultural developments, there is a perforation and paradox to be 
observed between English-language and Irish-language traditions in the Irish song tradition 
(McCann and Ó Laoire 2003).  
While Irish- and English-language song both flourish in the singing traditions of Ireland 
today, and follow similar techniques and trends, they have been distinguished by disparate 
social-political and cultural platforms over the centuries. Anthony McCann and Lillis Ó Laoire 
explore such intricate hierarchies within traditional Irish song. They assert that binary choices 
in language between these traditional singing practice “provides an inadequate explanatory 
framework in the face of the complexity and multiplicity of singers’ experiences. […] By 
simplifying interconnections at stake, attention is diverted from the politics of representation, 
away from issues of meaning and the socially situated dynamics of discourse and expectation” 
19 
 
(McCann and Ó Laoire 2003:249). This study focuses on mainly Irish-language lullaby 
repertoire through an English-language lens, informed by expert Irish-language sources. 
Therefore, McCann and Ó Laoire’s call to highlight the interconnectedness, and dependency 
of these two traditions on one another, has been a helpful reminder throughout this research. 
It is, therefore, interesting to note that when searching for Irish traditional lullabies 
throughout this research – without specific linguistic specifications – the majority of repertoire 
that was yielded was Irish-language based. Indeed, without setting parameters on language in 
this study, the four focus songs that were recurring and emphasised throughout this research 
are all in Irish. In an interview with Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin noted that: 
[There are] very few (I mean very few) [lullabies] found in English in Ireland. This suggests 
that there was a difficulty in transferring the intimacy and expression of tenderness evoked in 
lullabies in Irish (and Gaelic in Scotland) into a vocal expression in English. Parents lost the 
expression in song for the purpose of sharing these experiences via lullabies. This includes 
expression of feelings in English; use of sound integral to one language transferred into 
another i.e. vowel sounds etc. The traditional pattern and meaning of sounds, vocables, and 
music carried orally for generations etc. 
(Ní Uallacháin 2017) 
This was supported by Róisín Ní Ghallóglaigh’s insights, in interview. She considered the 
socio-political implications of spoken Irish and the lasting effects that this has potentially had 
on traditional song repertoire. Ní Ghallóglaigh noted that there were several generations of 
major decline in spoken and sung Irish, as it was a crime to speak Irish for a period of history. 
After  the later removal of such policies, to converse in Irish was still considered, an indicator 
of limitation in education and social class for a number of generations (Williams and Ó Laoire 
2011:12; Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018; McCann and Ó Laoire 2003).18 Sam Henry’s song collection 
from 1930’s Coleraine, Derry (Henry 1990), and Hugh Shields’ collections from around Ulster 
in the 1960s to 1970s (Shields 1981, 2019) provide valuable evidence of English-language 
traditional lullaby repertoire from areas of Northern Ireland. These collections have informed 
the socio-linguistic intersectionality of Irish traditional lullabies in this research.  
Having contextualised the Irish language in Irish traditional song, and Irish traditional 
lullabies within Irish traditional song and music, we can become further acquainted with the 
genre itself, to understand its placement in the cultural context of Irish traditional song and 
 
18Such historical and political features as British rule in Ireland show a pointed relationship between self and 
society, and do make their mark on lullabies and their practice. Examples of this include not only the nationalistic 
content of lullabies like ‘Seo Leó, ‘Thiol’, but also the restrictions imposed on the expression of certain folkloric 
elements of culture, as well as singing and/or speaking in the Irish language (Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018; McCann and 
Ó Laoire 2003). While political engagement through Irish traditional lullabies would be a fruitful outlet for 
research, this has not been the main frame of this study, but rather, has informed several facets within this study. 
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music. Space is given below to elaborate on Irish traditional lullabies in order to put them into 
perspective within practice and tradition. 
 
0.4.1 Lullabies of Irish Traditional Song 
Through a reiterated portrayal of dedication and protection, lullabies articulate visceral love 
that mothers and caregivers have, and sacrifices that they make for their families (Ó Lionáird 
2018; Warner, 1998a; Lomax Hawes 1974). Both Steven Mithen and Graham Welch assert 
singing to be an ancient, pre-historic, and innate form of communication and art (Mithen 2006; 
Welch 2005). This assertion is echoed by some with regard to lullabies being some of our first 
musical experiences; there has always – stretching into ancient and pre-historic eras – been a 
need to pacify, console, and lull (Watt 2012; Daiken 1959). Lullabies, at their base, are an artful 
form of soothing and consolation. At a biological level of human behaviour and interaction, 
there has always been the caregiver/cared for relationship, culminating most strongly in the 
genre through the bond between parent and child. Within that relationship, there has always 
been the need to calm children. The lullaby has emerged out of this relationship and this need. 
Warner argues that the lullaby’s defensive and protective measures are instilled through the 
desire to demarcate sonic boundaries in our world that distinguish and reinforce safety and 
home. Additionally, it reinforces our awareness of potential predators or trespassers of home 
territory that might lurk in the dark (Warner, 1998b). 
 Because of these engrained behaviours, this genre of song transcends culture and 
context, with connective characteristics arising within cross-cultural comparison (Unyk et al. 
1992; Trainor 1996; Trehub, Unyk and Trainor 1993; Pettit 2014; Sands and Sakaquaptewa 
1978; Mackinlay 1999; Trehub and Russo 2020; Young 2018; Lomax Hawes 1974; Mehr et 
al. 2018; Trehub, Becker and Morley 2015; Davies 2011a). These characteristics that make 
lullabies effective sleep aids are not exclusive to this genre. Therefore, non-lullaby repertoire 
that maintain these characteristics – if sung with a lulling intention – has the potential to 
assimilate into the genre. Daiken acknowledges such assimilations by saying “A glance at The 
Fairy Boy (No. 35) is appropriate. This, strictly, is more of a narrative folk-song about the 
enchanted other-world, than a lullaby proper” (Daiken 1959:30). In this, he accounts for its 
non-lullaby origins but is inclusive in discussing its properties within the lullaby context, as 
this song has come to serve that function. 
The purpose of this study, while incorporating such examples as supplementary 
material, is driven by songs that were initially designed for infant-directed lulling purposes 
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within the Irish context, having been steeped in a unique history and culture. This is supported 
by Carl Jung’s concept of the collective unconscious, as well as Mary McLaughlin’s discussion 
of universal and cultural symbolism within song and story (McLaughlin 2018; Jung,1978). 
Through an accepted set of idioms that a community adheres to, global human dilemmas are 
tailored to be culturally distinguishing. 
These cultural factors have contributed to the makeup and perception of the Irish 
traditional lullaby. While some specimens in this genre are lyrically florid and poetic, the 
general character of many lullaby lyrics can be considered structurally straightforward, 
repetitive, and poetically layered. This can contribute to language development and 
maintenance and nuance of interpretation, which in turn, contributes to the stories presented 
and the continued tradition (Porter 2001; Ní Uallacháin 2017; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019; 
Cormican 2018; Nic Amhlaoibh 2018). Furthermore, the vocables of lullabies not only access 
key aspects of language acquisition, but are also theorised by Breandán Ó Madagáin as the 
original Irish lullaby and remnants of ancient protective charms (Ó Madagáin 1989).  
This assertion resonated with several informants’ perceptions of these songs and the 
beliefs that surround them (Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Ó Lionáird 2018; de Cléir 2018). Others felt 
this theory to be somewhat idealised (Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018; McGlynn 2018;Ní Cheannabháin 
2019; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). Ó Madagáin’s assessment of the lullaby goes further to 
connect them to the Three Noble Strains of Irish music, specifically, na suantraí – enchanted 
music of sleep – and therefore imbeds the importance of lulling into a core of Irish musical 
mythology (Ó Madagáin 1989; Gregory 2015:52; McLaughlin 2018; Vallely 1999).  
There is a level of ambiguity that arises from this legend. The term suantraí does not 
directly translate to the English conception of ‘lullaby’. Instead, it is more accurately defined 
as enchanted or magical music of calm, which often, based on context, resulted in either 
calming into sleep or magical sleeping spells (McLaughlin 2017, 2018; Ní Riain 2018; Gregory 
2015; Crofton Croker 2008). Nóirín Ní Riain outlined this, saying: 
‘Suan’. Suan is a lovely word of course. Suan is ‘calm’. -traí is an old word for ‘song’. So, 
this was a song that calmed you. And then how it became the translation for a lullaby, I don’t 
know. Because it means much, much more than a lullaby, you know. It’s a song of calm […] 
because that’s mentioned as one of the three oldest musics of the Tuatha de Dannan, the 
goltraí the geantraí and the suantraí. And so the goltraí was for weeping, geantraí was for 
happiness, and then suantraí was for calming, soothing, you know, which has nothing to do 
with the lullaby at all […] I don’t think there’s any other word [for lullaby], actually, in Irish. 
Suantraí is, you know, not an apt translation for a lullaby, really, because […] suantraí refers 
to something much, much deeper, and doesn’t have any connection with children. It’s more 
the healing power of music, the sound of music, the sound of it to calm, whereas, again, as I 
say, a lullaby isn’t necessarily to calm the child, you know. 
(Ní Riain 2018) 
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‘Lullaby’, for Ní Riain, focuses strongly on the processing of chaos: something which Iarla Ó 
Lionáird corroborated in interview and described as “mental management” (Ó Lionáird 2018). 
In this sense, the lullaby is preparing the child, as well as the adult, for life’s darker aspects 
such as mortality and immorality. It is also providing a healthy outlet for the shadowed side of 
the caregiver’s psyche (McLaughlin 2018; Lynch 2016; Ó Lionáird 2018; Watt 2012; Daiken 
1959; Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Warner, 1998a, 1998b). It seems this combining of forces is 
incorporated through the suantraí’s soothing, healing nature, hence the conglomeration of 
concepts and using the term lullaby as a translation for suantraí. 
Things get lost in translation […] So, ‘lullaby’ is […] the translation, but suantraí is actually 
a magic, enchanted sleep. Now, you can argue that lullaby is that. I have argued that lullaby 
is that, you know, you’ve got this sort of squirming, red-faced, nine-month-old who’s 
screeching his head off, because he’s teething, and you’re singing to it, and rocking it, it begins 
to soothe. And it begins – the combination of the rocking motion and the singing  enchants it, 
brings it into a sleep. So you can argue from that point of view, but it doesn’t really translate. 
I mean, lullaby doesn’t use the word enchanted. Lullaby is used quite often, quite technically, 
as a song in three-four [triple metre], or something, you know […] that’s what I meant by 
suantraí’s much more loaded […] [lullaby is] just not as loaded […] if I say lullaby, 
everybody knows what a lullaby is. So it’s not general, it is specific, but, when you’re talking 
about – and I’m not talking about English lullaby here – English lullaby, there are similarities 
for sure, but Irish lullaby is much more, has got this context of magic and enchantment. […] 
The only way I can describe it is it’s loaded. It’s loaded with tradition, and mythology, and 
connotations of magic in a  way that the word lullaby isn’t. Although, I do believe they come 
from the same place, originally, actually. 
(McLaughlin 2017) 
While suantraí may become lost, or disoriented in translation, it seems – as McLaughlin has 
asserted – that lullabies are transformative in a very similar manner. As we look into the 
narratives of this traditional repertoire, past societies and lifestyles can be illustrated. In these 
depictions, we find evidence of values and morals, cultural stories and folklore, as well as the 
caregiver’s daily routine and outlook. An abundance of information about who these people 
were, how they saw the world, what they valued and held dear, as well as what they feared and 
found frustrating can all be perceived. While such information is often temporally and 
culturally fixed, the motivations behind them can find resonance throughout time (Daiken 
1959; Opie and Opie 1997; McLaughlin 2018; Watt 2012). 
  These songs can inform us of Ireland’s history, and Ireland’s history can inform us of 
these songs. Through the transition into sleep, these lullabies often interact deeply with the 
Irish Otherworld. Within their narratives, participants are presented with unknowns at natural 
and supernatural levels, such as what lies beyond one’s secure home, or what lies beyond 
consciousness in sleep or mortality. Being a musical practice that not only aesthetically 
transports one into a different place of being and thinking, but also one that brings one into a 
different state of consciousness in a transitional period of bedtime, lullabies are an incredibly 
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liminal class of song (Turner 2009; McLaughlin 2018; van Gennep 1960). In this sense, they 
occupy an in-between space within the folkloric concept of draíocht, loosely translated as 
‘magic’ (McLaughlin 2018; Teanglann 2013g; Dolan 2006), and open windows into a mythical 
and magical reimagined past and Otherworld. Not only do these songs often deal with magical 
and fantastic concepts, but they also maintain this sense of draíocht, as they can be liminally 
transformative and affective for all participants (Ní Riain 2016, 2018; McLaughlin 2016, 2018; 
Nic Amhlaoibh 2016; Casey 2017; Daiken 1959; Watt 2012; Warner, 1998b). Marina Warner 
supports this as she explores their interaction with the child and caregivers’ fears, denoting 
them as a “domestic magic” (Warner, 1998b:194). In the following sections, the focus songs 
of this research will be introduced, enabling us to better understand the literary, folkloric, and 
contextual spaces that Irish traditional lullabies occupy within the tradition and society. 
 
0.5 The Focus Lullabies 
In seeking out these songs for study, several lullabies appeared frequently: described by some 
as the more characteristic, widely-known and utilised examples of the genre (Nic Amhlaoibh 
2016, 2018; Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Dennehy, T. 2016; Lynch 2016; Ní Cheannabháin 2019; Ó 
Madagáin 1989). The recurrence of, and centring around these four lullabies has occurred very 
organically through archival and bibliographic research and through ethnographic interviews. 
Knowing the history, background, and transmissional development of these songs has helped 
give an indication of their relative antiquity or modernity, thus creating a holistic illustration 
of their rooted depth and intention.  
Through detailed analysis and interpretation of the layered functions and meanings of 
these representational Irish traditional lullabies, we can derive salient and recurring themes that 
are helpful in indicating their continued importance within society. It is these four songs in 
particular – ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, ‘Hó-bha-ín’, ‘Éiníní’, and ‘Bog Braon’ – that will, therefore, 
serve as a core sample for analysis in this dissertation out of the more extensive bank of 
lullabies within the Irish song tradition. Other supplementary examples of lullabies will also 
be included, when applicable, to support the discussion points of this study. Each focus song 
for this study will now be outlined, as well as several additional informative pieces. The lyrics 




0.5.1 ‘Bog Braon’ 
The first lullaby of focus in this study, ‘Bog Braon’ (Warm Drop)19, was frequently referred to 
throughout ethnographic fieldwork. It is noted to have been continuously taught in Irish schools 
(Ó Lionáird 2018; Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Bhreathnach 2018; Nic 
Amhlaoibh 2018; Dennehy, T. 2016; Ní Uallacháin 2017). Eilís Ní Shúilleabháin and Elaine 
Cormican both frequently choose this lullaby for singing students and classes. They find it to 
be linguistically and musically accessible for any age and Irish-language level (Ní 
Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Cormican 2018). This point of accessibility, as well as its being 
recorded by tradition bearers, such as Bess Cronin, or her great nephew, Iarla Ó Lionáird, is 
helpful in maintaining this lullaby’s popularity and continuity through time. The recording of 
this song that demarcates the strongest sense of age and locality, thus far, is that of Elizabeth 
Cronin, as well as Máire Ní Shúilleabháin, from West Cork, in the 1940s-50s (Lomax 1951; 
Cronin and Ó Cróinín 2000). 
 It seems that it could be a more modern piece of lullaby repertoire as it has not been 
possible to trace ‘Bog Braon’ – ethnographically or bibliographically – as far back as the other 
three focus songs. A telling feature is that ‘Bog Braon’ bears a more modern form of the Irish 
language, including the word “súip” or “sú” (soup) as opposed to the older term “anraith” 
(Teanglann 2013h). It also does not possess certain characteristics that could place it further 
back in time, such as specific lulling vocables, or particular modalities. Additionally, its lyrical 
depictions are quite domestic and do not involve imagery of a folkloric or supernatural vein, 
as is often seen in older examples of lullabies (Petrie 1855; O’Curry 1873; Synge 2008). Given 
its accessibility and strong continuation in educational, performative, and practical settings, it 
is intriguing that little investigation has been undertaken, regarding its age or lyrics. 
  In the lyrical components of ‘Bog Braon’, we find the caregiver listing food and drink 
that is to be given to “an seanduine” (the old man). Throughout these offerings of nourishment, 
there is the hypnotic repetition “cuir a chodladh” (off to sleep). A final piece to this song 
comes in when the singer is calling to wash the old man’s feet. Eilís Ní Shúilleabháin provided 
a fourth verse that breaks from this pattern, first praising the child, to then say “ ‘and isn’t it 
taking him a long time to go to sleep’ […] So that must’ve been somebody who was running 
out of patience who put that bit together [laughter]” (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). Though not 
evidently supernatural or allegorical, ‘Bog Braon’ leave questions for the listener: who is the 
 
19 Visit the following link to listen to singer Máire Ní Shúilleabháin singing ‘Bog Braon’: 
http://research.culturalequity.org/rc-b2/get-audio-detailed-recording.do?recordingId=7382  (Lomax 1951).  
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old man? Why are we washing his feet? What is the warm drop? Is there any connecting 
symbolism or telling aspects about the food presented in the song? Several theories are 
presented in this dissertation that incorporate ethnographic, folkloric, and historical 
information. Some explanations remain in this world, while others venture into the Otherworld. 
 
0.5.2 ‘Éiníní’ 
The lullaby ‘Éiníní’ (Little Birds) 20  presents concepts of enchantment, concealment as 
protection, and territorial marking against supernatural forces. The singer is calling to little 
birds, asking them to go to sleep ‘beside the wall, outside’ (McLaughlin 2002). The birds 
of ‘Éiníní’ are grouped into songbirds and darker birds.21 Almost all the written appearances 
of ‘Éiníní’ found throughout this research have been recorded relatively recently (McLaughlin 
2002; Coulter 1998; Ó Baoill and Mánus 2007; Ní Riain 1978, 1987; Vallely 1961). The 
earliest written publication found thus far is a choral arrangement with varying text by Carl 
Hardebeck, 22  printed in the early-twentieth century (Hardebeck 2016; Ní Riain 1978; 
Mulqueen 2001). However, Hardebeck (1869-1945) lived almost half of his life before 1900, 
yielding reason to believe that this song has roots from at least the nineteenth century. 
While there is an absence of incantatory vocables in this lullaby, this does not rule out 
Ó Madagáin’s assertions of lullaby vocables and phrases representing ancient fragments of 
lullabies as ritual and protective charms (Ó Madagáin 1989). In addition to non-lexical 
vocables serving such purposes, similar functions can be seen in the repetition of notable terms, 
and in the listing of various objects, a characteristic that is abundant in this lullaby. 
Ritualization through mindfulness within the lullaby was noted by Iarla Ó Lionáird, who stated: 
I think the idea of mantra is very much undersold when people talk about the Irish traditional 
musical forms. They really misunderstand the prevalence of mantra. The working songs have 
mantra-like properties, the lullabies have, because they’ve got the soft rhythmicity and 
repetition. And I think some of the other, in fact I know some of our instrumental music has 
mantra-like qualities. Especially if you play it slowly, and I think the lullaby has strong 
potential, and evidential potential as a vehicle for contemplation, spiritual, whatever you want 
to call it, because of its very nature. […] it’s like turning on a kind of a meditation switch. 
(Ó Lionáird 2018) 
 
20 Visit the following link to listen to a recording of ‘Éiníní provided by Teanga Tí: 
https://www.teangati.ie/eolas/einini/  (Teanga Tí 2020). 
21The term darker birds refers to two carrion birds – the crow and the raven – as well as the blackbird and the 
female blackbird. 
22Carl Hardebeck was a British-born composer, music teacher, and arranger of choral music who moved to Ireland 
early in life and became known as a prominent figure in early-twentieth century music. Having lost sight early in 
his childhood, Hardebeck was sent to the Royal Normal School for the Blind, in London, where he gained an 
aptitude for music. He is noted for arranging traditional songs for choirs as music educational resources under the 
An Gúm publisher (Klein 1996). 
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Conversely, several interviewees took the lyrics of ‘Éiníní’ to be merely a preoccupation of 
tedium, as well as entertainment and hypnotic engagement through creating repetition for the 
child (McGlynn 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). This does not discredit these informants’ 
perspectives, but gives us further insight into the varied interpretations involved with 
traditional lullabies. If we consider the possibilities of this lullaby at a deeper level, there is 
interesting symbolism associated with its characters and qualities that makes it a contributary 
case study for this research. Birdlore being prominent within the animism of Irish folklore and 
legend, each of the birds listed possesses a backstory of connotations, good and bad omens, 
personality characteristics, and folk customs (Mac Coitir 2015; Ó hEochaidh, 1969/7). 
Therefore, it can be inferred that the listing of birds could be the naming of children under a 
veil of protective symbolism. 
 
0.5.3 ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ 
‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ 23  is a lullaby that quickly came into many ethnographic and informal 
conversations surrounding traditional lullabies. It is one of the most prominent and well-known 
of the traditional lullabies in Ireland, in the performative setting, and has been recorded in many 
audio and written sources (Nic Amhlaoibh 2006; Elsafty 2007; Gosset 1915; Heaney 2000, 
1982; Henry 1990; Uí Choisdealbha 1923; Mullin 2010; Gramore 2006a, 2006b; Ní Uallacháin 
1994). Its title reflects the soothing vocables sprinkled throughout its lyrics. This non-lexical 
phrase is equivalent to the English, “hush-a-bye”, and has become almost synonymous with 
the term lullaby, within the genre of Irish traditional music. P.W. Joyce exhibited this in the 
1800s, noting that one might need to specify their search for “Seo-ho’s or Chunawns24” when 
seeking lullabies in the field (Joyce 1856:21, Chapter 2 for full quote). 
While several lullabies fall under the broad name of ‘Seoithín seo’, the version that is 
analysed in this dissertation was disseminated widely by singer and tradition bearer, Joe 
Heaney (Heaney 1982; 2000). This particular version has come up throughout various forms 
of inquiry as one of the more well-known, exemplary, and descriptive lullabies of the tradition. 
It is characteristic not only because of its – or Heaney’s – high profile, but also because it 
 
23 Visit the following link to listen to singer Joe Heaney singing ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’: 
https://www.joeheaney.org/en/seoithin-seo-ho/ (Heaney 1982). 
24Even in such cases – while Joyce claimed to have heard lullabies on hundreds of occasions – rarely would 
informants volunteer these songs to the collectors (Joyce 1856). Though Joyce does not specify in his notes what 
a “chunawn” is, within the context of the full quote, it is suggestive that this is another general term for a lullaby 
or cradle song, much as the association he makes with “seo-ho’s”: being comparable to ‘hush-a-bye’. 
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possesses a particularly detailed and poetic narrative that seems to capture in its words the 
emotional lulling and caregiving experience. 
 Heaney recalled how he came to know this song, saying “I remember my grandmother 
singing this for my youngest sister” (Heaney 1982). With Heaney’s grandmother spending 
much of her lifetime in the nineteenth century, this lullaby likely has deeper roots than the 
1900s. This lullaby has other early-twentieth century appearances. It is included in Eibhlín Uí 
Choisdealbha’s collection of songs from Galway and Mayo (Uí Choisdealbha 1923), as well 
as Adelaide Gosset’s survey of the lullabies of the British Isles (Gosset 1915). While it is 
impossible to date songs and tunes from within the oral tradition with certainty, the absence of 
English-language influences in the text (O’Curry in Petrie 1855; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018), 
and the correspondence and paralleling to vocables recorded at earlier points in history, such 
as the nineteenth-century examples ‘Seó hú leó’ or ‘Sho-ho’ (Petrie 1855:73; Joyce 1909:57), 
can extend the possibility of this song’s creation back even further. 
The lyrics of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ include vibrant terms of endearment for the child, 
blessings of health and happiness, and detailed descriptions of enchanting fairy revelry and 
angelic observation (Nic Amhlaoibh 2006; Uí Choisdealbha 1923). Reference to the fairies, 
and their intentions, are often woven into the stories and lyrics of lullabies. This lullaby taps 
into the strong and serious history of the fairy belief in Ireland as an expression of one’s fears 
over their perilous and mischievous activity, and protection against such events (Warner 1998a, 
1998b; Ó Madagáin 1989; Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Daiken 1959; Nic Amhlaoibh 2016; Ó 
Lionáird 2018; Watt 2012; Bhreathnach 2018; Dennehy, E. 2016). The story of ‘Seoithín Seo-
hó’ is one of the more direct in reference to fairy interaction and abduction out of the four focus 
songs for this study. As these songs are imprints of beliefs from past generations, reasoning for 
fairy presence in the song can be considered with a historical context in mind. Muireann Nic 
Amhlaoibh reflected on this, saying: 
I really like the ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ song because the mom is singing that she’s going to look 
over the baby and protect the baby from whatever might befall him or her during the night. It 
makes me sad sometimes because it makes me think about how terrifying it must have been 
long ago: when infant mortality was so much higher, and all the terrible, terrifying things that 
could befall a young child, it must have been really scary. 
(Nic Amhlaoibh 2018)  
Within this lullaby, these Otherworldly references are quite direct, poetic, and hypnotic. 
However, as the saying goes: ‘Fight fire with fire’. While the supernatural beings attempt to 
cast trances of luring over the child, the caregiver’s lullaby can be seen as a protective measure, 
used to cast a counter-trance of strength and willpower (Ó Madagáin 1989; Warner, 1998b; 
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Watt 2012; McLaughlin 2018; Nic Lochlainn 2017). The child is encouraged – rather than 
venturing into the Otherworld, permanently – to stay with the caregiver and observe this world 
temporarily, only through sleep and dream. 
 
0.5.4 ‘Hó-bha-ín’ 
The fourth lullaby, ‘Hó-bha-ín’,25 is a lullaby with curious, knotted and fraying origins, deep-
set themes of protection, loss, education, and a sense of community collaboration. It can be 
dated to the 1910s but shows strong signs of deeper antiquity. It is also included directly before 
‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ in Uí Choisdealbha’s song collection, noted above, where she stated that it 
was “nearly eleven years ago since I heard this air” (Uí Choisdealbha 1923:66). Similar to Uí 
Choisdealbha’s encounter with ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, eleven years before the publication date 
would have placed her collecting of this song in 1912. It is likely that she had worked on the 
book’s manuscript for some time before publication. Much credit for the song’s wider 
dissemination has been given to Gaelic League member, journalist, teacher, language activist 
and singer, Sorcha Ní Ghuairim.  
 Interestingly, Ní Ghuairim was born and raised in the same area as Joe Heaney: Carna, 
in Connemara. This was also one of  Uí Choisdealbha’s fieldwork sites, with most of her 
collecting taking place around Tuam, County Galway. Her acquisition of the lullaby would 
have therefore been around the turn of the century. In the liner notes of her tribute album, Ní 
Ghuairim is quoted, saying “Everyone had their own version of this lullaby long ago […] I got 
these verses from my mother and father” (Ní Ghuairim and Uí Ógáin 2002:62). Given the 
longevity of the song inferred by Ní Ghuairim’s memory, and its time of acquisition by Uí 
Choisdealbha, Ní Ghuairim’s parents very likely acquired it well before the twentieth century. 
With its title being composed of vocables, the spelling of the song’s title changes quite 
regularly. Indeed, between Ní Ghuairim’s first release of the song, and the release of her tribute 
album – compiled by Ríonach Uí Ógáin – the spelling of the song title changed from ‘h-Ó 
Abha-ínn’ to ‘Hó-bha-ín’ (Ní Ghuairim 1957; Ní Ghuairim & Uí Ógáin 2002). Because of this, 
and slight, but significant, textual variations, there are several similar, but distinctive variations 
of the song. In ‘Hó-bha-ín’, like the endearments noted in ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, we find terms of 
affection interspersed amongst the vocables that give the song its name. The vocables of this 
 
25 Visit the following link to listen to singer Sorcha Ní Ghuairim singing ‘Hó-bha-ín’: https://www.xn--




lullaby are rather individual. Unlike the commonality of vocables like “seoithín seo” in Irish 
lullaby repertoire (Joyce 1873, 1856; Petrie 1855; O’Sullivan 1981; Ní Riain 1987; Ní Fhiaich 
2003), the vocables used here appear to be unique to this song. Ní Riain mentioned this 
distinctive quality in interview, saying: 
I would claim that’s one of the oldest lullabies we have. Very unusual, again, too. ‘S’oabhá 
bhín’,26 even the nonsense, the vocables, that is. You don’t find that anywhere else. It’s usually 
seoithín seo. But that’s a very beautiful one because it’s all about the ‘th’ sound you know, 
which is a very powerful sound, I think, in any culture. 
(Ní Riain 2018) 
Between its endearments and vocables, a threatening shadow, the bhadhbh badhbh, is 
introduced. The narrator commands this creature to leave as they encourage the child to 
continue sleeping. 
The couplet-like verses of ‘Hó-bha-ín’ task the caregiver with educating the child on 
darker life lessons and dilemmas of morality, mortality, and abandonment (Ní Riain 2016; 
Turner 1996; Constantine and Porter 2003; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019). In these verses, we 
observe a mother’s abandonment of her family for an external character, her possible demise 
by the sea, and the forewarned consequences of not keeping animals properly. In further 
versions, an absent father is introduced, working on the sea. Additionally, a curious verse 
arises, in which the singer asks where one might find a coach for a “broken-down babe.” This 
is answered, curiously, with the retort “From an old lobster pot with a hole in its side” (Ní 
Fhiaich 2003:14). Fragmentary and somewhat nonsensical, this song’s verses work together to 
interact with various levels of community engagement and social dynamics, pithy parables and 
anecdotes, as well as folklore and mythology (Constantine and Porter 2003). 
 
0.6 The Honourable Mentions: More Lullabies 
The following three songs have illuminated, supported, and questioned the themes that arose 
from the four focus lullabies above. They have served as valuable examples of the claims made 
in this research regarding the broader traditional lullaby genre. While these songs are not 
analysed in as much detail as the four focus lullabies, they will make appearances throughout 
this dissertation. As with the lyrics for the focus songs of this study, the full texts for following 




26This is Ní Riain’s spelling for her version of the lullaby. 
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0.6.1 ‘The Mason’s Word’  
This song is a peculiar example, causing it to be noteworthy and exemplifying in its own right. 
When looking into its lyrics, ‘The Mason’s Word’ is clearly more of a bawdy night-visiting 
ballad than a lullaby. However, its use within lulling contexts by caregivers and tradition 
bearers in the past, coupled with its soporific characteristics and imagery-driven symbolism 
have caused it to be assimilated into the lullaby genre for several generations (Shields 1981, 
1993; Porter 2001; Butcher 1968; Thompson 2019). We can reflect back to Leslie Daiken’s 
example of ‘An Leanab Sidhe’, noted above, and his thoughts on the construction of the piece 
as a folksong, rather than a “lullaby proper” (Daiken 1959:30). ‘The Mason’s Word’ is included 
in James Porter’s definition for ‘lullaby’, in the Grove’s Music Online dictionary (Porter 2001). 
In his entry, he specifies ‘The Mason’s Word’ as an example of the use of narrative style 
storytelling and balladry within lullaby lyric construction.  
Porter references Hugh Shields’ anthology, Shamrock, Rose and Thistle: Folk Singing 
in North Derry (Shields 1981), for its acquisition. Shields obtained the song from tradition 
bearer, Eddie Butcher, during his fieldwork in Ulster. He notes the popularity of the song within 
Butcher’s family, saying that, “according to family lore it served as a lullaby for at least two 
of Eddie’s children, who would get into the cradle when they were past the age for it in order 
to have it sung to them” (Shields 1981:119). In fact, after analysing its lyrics – a bawdy, night-
visiting narrative of seduction and mischief, cloaked in carnivalesque euphemism and 
metaphor – it was clear that ‘The Mason’s Word’ was not designed to be child-directed. 
It is therefore intriguing that this particular song should be noted within the lullaby 
entry of an acclaimed dictionary. Engagement with ‘The Mason’s Word’ has been particularly 
helpful in confronting topics of metaphor within song, the ability to address taboo and 
inappropriate subject musically, and lullaby singing for entertainment or expressional 
purposes. It addresses the flexibility of genre through the adoption of songs from the “general” 
(Ó Madagáin 1985), or non-lullaby repertoire into lulling practices based on parallel musical 
and linguistic characteristics. Finally, ‘The Mason’s Word’ exemplifies historic and 
contemporary practices of using whatever will work in order to lull children (Shields 1981; 
Casey 2017; Cormican 2018; Joyce 2018; Howley 2017; Ó Madagáin 1985; de Cléir 2018).  
Another example of a song that may not have been designed for the function of lulling, 
but has been assimilated into the genre through usage is ‘Peigín agus Peadar’. This song is 
known to be disseminated by tradition bearer Joe Heaney, who noted that it “is often sung as a 
lullaby, and it didn’t start out like that, but – a lullaby to somebody very old!” (Heaney 1983). 
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Incidentally, this song is one of the other few instances in the Irish context where the vocables 
resembling “hó-bha-ín” appear (Heaney 1983). This adoption of more general material into 
the genre blurs the lines of what can be considered a lullaby and why. A song may not explicitly 
be designed as a lullaby, but through one’s personal and family traditions it may fulfil this 
function, and thus be considered a lullaby. If this continues, the possibility increases for the 
song to be adopted into the genre on a more community, and national level.  
 
0.6.2 ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ 
The fierce bravery and perseverance of parenthood in the face of adversity can be witnessed 
in ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ (The Woman Below). In this layered song, a new mother has been 
knocked off her horse and abducted by the fairies. Held captive, she is then forced to nurse 
their fairy children. While nursing, she sees a woman on the opposite riverbank from the fairy 
fort. She disguises her pleas and plans of escape in the form of a lullaby directed toward the 
child, so as not to reveal her plans to her captors. The abducted woman, the fairy child in her 
arms, her captors, her prison, the woman to whom she pleads, her means of escape are all vivid 
manifestations of Irish folklore, belief, and magico-religious symbolism (McLaughlin 2012, 
2016, 2018; Petrie 1855; O’Sullivan 1981; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018).  
While the characteristics of ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’  interact deeply with the themes arising 
out of traditional lullabies, it – like ‘The Mason’s Word’ – is ambiguously categorised. This 
was described by Eilís Ní Shúilleabháin, saying, “It’s not a lullaby at all, but eh, the story in 
the song is […] well, it’s used as a lullaby” (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). Because of its 
complexity and length, many other informants who were aware of this song associated it more 
with formal and stylised performances, rather than the practical application of  the genre. Being 
emphasised for its otherworldly connections, this was one of the two Otherworld songs on 
which Mary McLaughlin focused her attentions in her doctoral dissertation (McLaughlin 
2018). While it is written in the lullaby form, this is seen to be one of many layers that form a 
robust Otherworld song, rather than its primary function. Therefore, many consider it to be 
something separate and exceptional to Irish traditional lullabies. McLaughlin details this 
peculiarity, saying that the:  
immediacy and intensity of the song, desperation to escape, brings “a tone antithetical to its 
musical form of suantraidhe. […] Given both the context and content of A Bhean Úd 
Thíos/though, this musical form adds another chilling layer to the song by the juxtaposition 
of sleep-inducing music with the urgency of the situation. Because of the mythological 
connotations of the suantraidhe – a musical form which is used to enchant and entrance – the 
otherworldly sense of the protagonist’s dilemma is re-enforced.  
(McLaughlin in Dell and Hickey 2017 p.113) 
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The earliest occurrence of this song encountered in this research has been in George 
Petrie’s The Ancient Music of Ireland (Petrie 1855). Eugene O’Curry’s commentary within this 
collection suggests that the song could be dated from the thirteenth century or earlier. This 
takes the characteristics of lullabies, such as thematic content, supernatural interaction, 
vocables, and repetition, back even further into antiquity. While ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ sprawls 
across genre and subject, it has been helpful on many counts throughout this research. It has 
interacted with metaphor and symbolism, cosmological parallelisation, folklore, ritual, 
emotional processing, advocacy, lulling context and characteristics and more. 
 
0.6.3 ‘Do Chuirfinn-si Féin mo Leanabh a Chodhladh’ 
Also found in Petrie’s 1855 collection, ‘Do Chuirfinn-si Féin mo Leanabh a Chodhladh’ (I 
Would Put My Own Child To Sleep) is a lullaby likely made up of two fragmentary parts, 
based on the structure of its four verses (Constantine and Porter 2003; Petrie 1855). In his 
commentary, Petrie lists three sources for the four quatrains, noting the striking discrepancies 
between the versions (Petrie 1855:146). There is, therefore, the opportunity to interpret its story 
fragments separately, as two song parts, or together, as pieces that have amalgamated into one 
cohesive song. Fragmentation and patchwork continues to be a method of preserving and filling 
in the gaps within the Irish song tradition, as words, phrases, verses, and melodic and rhythmic 
details are susceptible to being lost over time through the flexible and highly varying oral 
tradition (McKean 2003; Constantine & Porter 2003; Shields 1993). 
Bribery, a common enough facet of parenting and lullaby singing (Watt 2012; Daiken 
1959), is expressed through this song in several forms, manifesting from and resulting in 
various emotions. Beginning in the first two verses, the singer declares that rather than lulling 
her child “Do chuirfeadh mná na m-bodach” (As the wives of the clowns do) (Petrie 1855:146; 
Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). In apparently meagre living circumstances, she will lovingly give 
her child lavish facilities: creating a blissful backdrop of a golden cradle rocked on a level floor 
by the wind. She articulates imagery of good weather and housing through the phrases “La 
breágh gréine idis dhá nodhluig” (On a fine sunny day between two Christmases) (Petrie 
1855:146; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). These ideal circumstances are imagined, however, as in 
the second half of the song, much like in ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, the singer descriptively reveals her 
anxiety over the child’s wellbeing. 
The last two verses of ‘Do Chuirfinn-si Féin mo Leanabh a Chodhladh’ reflect more 
realistic details of historical living conditions during and prior to the nineteenth century. They 
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convey fears of the child contracting historically deadly diseases such as colic or smallpox, and 
their possible demise from these illnesses. The singer urges the child to rise in health from any 
nightmares and not to make their mother a “bean gan mac” (sonless woman) (Petrie 1855:146; 
Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). ‘Do Chuirfinn-si Féin mo Leanabh a Chodhladh’ is distinctive in 
its class as, having been published in 1855, soon after the end of the Great Famine. Rather than 
inexplicable and supernatural interactions commonly found in Irish lullabies, it describes 
natural illness. Additionally, while lullabies are characteristically affectionate with many terms 
of endearment throughout, this lullaby directs the love of the parent not through affections, but 
through the mother’s bargaining for the child’s health and contentment. This lullaby has 
generated thought on fragmentation through transmission, representation of fears, projection 
of beliefs and emotions through narration, and has helped in illustrating the lulling context of 
a historic Irish society. 
 
0.7 Pandora’s Box: Even More Lullabies 
The search of Irish traditional lullaby repertoire has yielded fruitful results. This research began 
with a strikingly small number of songs and has grown to account for a great many lullaby 
examples, a sample of which is noted here. While the above seven songs consistently 
resurfaced throughout this research, following one song often led to even more traditional 
lullaby repertoire. This process was far-reaching, with traditional lullabies often scattered 
throughout archives and repertoires. They can be found in published collections, on recorded 
media such as CDs, as well as kept within singers’ and caregivers’ mental archives, not yet 
recorded. To find more repertoire and connections between various instances of repertoire was 
an exciting process that not only further supported the ideas and themes emerging throughout 
this research, but also showed the lullaby’s endurance and prominence on a broader scale. 
Terms such as ‘Suantraidhe’, or ‘Ancient Lullaby’ as titles arose within historical 
anthologies such as those published in the nineteenth century (Petrie 1855; Joyce 1873). 
Though these nameless lullabies were often missing pieces such as names or text, they 
informed and supported many of the musical characteristics that emerged through this research. 
There were also instances in these anthologies of writing newer words to fit these collected 
melodies. The argument can also be made that these selections may not have ever had words, 
and that they are examples of crooned or hummed lullaby melodies. Similarly, variants 
surfaced with lulling vocables as their names, seoithín seo being the most common example. 
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Indeed, Petrie’s publication of ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ is entitled as ’Seo hu leo’, following the 
vocable refrain, rather than the first phrase of the song (Petrie 1855). 
Depending on textual complexity, some also affirmed the emotional expression of the 
caregiver, as was the case with ‘Seoithín agus Seoithín’. The last phrase of this song translates 
as “I was only kidding, my best of children [little child]” (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018), implying 
that in some prior, unknown event, something has been said that would distress the child. With 
this in mind, keeping vigilant for vocables as titles and within texts, throughout this research, 
helped locate further repertoire. For example, ‘Crónán’ (Ní Fhiaich 2003), or ‘Mo Bhábóg’ (Ó 
Tuama and Costello 1985) possess such vocables in their texts, in addition to following a 
narrative of encouraging subjects to fall asleep, and can therefore be flagged as lullabies. 
Many other lullabies surfaced throughout this research through archival, bibliographic, 
and ethnographic outlets. This bank of songs served to expose, challenge, and support a variety 
of themes and theories growing out of the analyses and interpretations of Irish traditional 
lullabies, their historic and current practice, and perspectives surrounding the genre. These 
include themes of repetition and listing characteristics – such as the example of ‘Seoithín agus 
Seoithín’, noted above – gender, historic living conditions, agricultural work, imagery of nature 
and vocation, bribery and promises, evidence of magico-religious beliefs, the liminality of 
night time, and more. Many songs exhibited multiple themes and were informative in a variety 
of ways. For example, ‘Deirín Dé’ is a lullaby with abundant repetition and listing, and also 
portrays naturalistic and agricultural imagery, and bribery.  
Below is a brief, non-exhaustive list of some of the lullabies found in this research that 
interact with these topics and the objectives of this study. The four focus lullabies of this study 
are particularly representational of the thematic trends listed above. Many of these listed  
examples appear throughout this dissertation to support evidence of the broader applicability 












• ‘Dé Luain, Dé Máirt’ (Crofton Croker 2008) 
• ‘Mo Chaora Bhán’ (Vallely 1961) 
• ‘A Leanbh Nua’ (Ní Uallacháin 1994) 
• ‘Rocking the Cradle that Nobody Owns’ (Heaney 1964) 
• ‘John O’Dreams’ (Moore 2009) 
• ‘Raven Locks’ (Henry 1990) 
• ‘Suantraí Hiúdaí’ (Ní Fhiaich 2003) 
• ‘An Leanbh Aimhréidh’ (O’Sullivan 1981) 
• ‘Deirín Dé’ (Ní Fhiaich 2003) 
• ‘I See the Moon’ (Robertson 2017; Valley 1961) 
• ‘My Singing Bird’ (Vallely 1961) 
• ‘Óro mo Bháidín’ (O’Hara 1958) 
• ‘Báidín Fheildhlimidh’ (Vallely 1961) 
• ‘Óró’ (Brennan 1992) 
• ‘Ag Iarraidh Dul a Chodladh’ (Ní Fhiaich 2003) 
• ‘Cúcúín a Chuaichín’ (Vallely 1961) 
• ‘Dún do Shúil’ (Heaney 1981) 
• ‘Seó Leó, 'Thoil’ (Ní Shíocháin 2017) 
• ‘Suantraighe Ghráinne Do Dhiarmuid’ (Gramore 2006a) 
• ‘Codail a Leanbh’ (Vallely, n.d.) 
• ‘The Magical Band’ (Ní Uallacháin 2012) 
• ‘Creeveen Cno’ (Gosset 1915) 
• ‘Ó Će Hé Seo’ (Vallely, n.d.) 
• ‘Hush A-Lanniv’ (Gosset 1915) 
• ‘Oiche Mhaith’ (Ó Baoill and O’Toole 1969) 
 
While several of these and other lullaby selections are only mentioned in passing as supportive 
devices, a number recur throughout this dissertation, to the point that including their lyrics in 
Appendix 3 was merited. These selections include ‘Raven Locks’ (Henry 1990), ‘Rocking the 
Cradle that Nobody Owns’ (Heaney 1964), ‘Suantraighe Ghráinne Do Dhiarmuid’ (Gramore 
2006a), ‘Suantraí Hiúdaí’ (Ní Fhiaich 2003), ‘Deirín Dé’ (Ní Fhiaich 2003), ‘Dún do Shúil’ 
(Heaney 1981), ‘Creeveen Cno’ (Gosset 1915) and ‘Hush A-Lanniv’ (Gosset 1915). It is worth 
noting, however, some commonalities and points of connection between the focus lullabies 
that extend into this broader genre.  
First, we can reflect back to discussions regarding the Irish language. As can be seen 
from the lullabies listed throughout this section – including the above list, the focus lullabies, 
and the further supportive lullabies – the majority of selections are in Irish. It was not the aim 
of this study to seek out Irish-language lullabies, but rather, a pattern that emerged. 
Furthermore, all four of the focus lullabies can be traced to written and audio recorded sources 
from within the twentieth century, but show more antiquated roots. While Sorcha Ní Ghuairim 
seminally publicised ‘Hó-bha-ín’ on her 1957 Folkways recording (Ní Ghuairim 1957), and 
Joe Heaney disseminated ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ throughout his career in the mid- to late-twentieth 
century (Heaney 2000; Heaney 1982), both of these are evidenced side-by-side in Eibhlín Uí 
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Choisdealbha’s 1923 song collection (Uí Choisdealbha 1923). Furthermore, both of these 
Carna singers recalled experiences of older family members singing these lullabies, which 
would likely extend them further into the nineteenth century. 
 ‘Éiníní’ and ‘Bog Braon’ have been dated in this research to at least the early- to mid-
twentieth century (Hardebeck 2016; Lomax 1951), but textual and linguistic clues in all four 
of these songs can bring their possible origins back even farther. In terms of how they are 
perceived and what they represent to participants, ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ and ‘Hó-bha-ín’ seem to 
be most representative of Irish traditional lullabies, as a genre, through their construction, 
manifestation, and depth. In contrast, ‘Éiníní’ and ‘Bog Braon’ seem to be more well-
known en masse, and exemplify Irish traditional lullabies that would more likely be applied in 
current practical contexts. 
  This section has provided a summation of the four focus lullabies, and lullabies that 
have also been particularly notable, before engaging with deeper structures within and around 
this genre. The Irish traditional lullabies outlined in this section are the ones that have recurred 
frequently throughout this research and exemplify various salient aspects that make up the Irish 
traditional lullaby genre. By surveying the genre’s breadth, and investigating recurrent 
repertoire in more detail, assertions regarding the genre as a whole can be more confidently 
presented. This has been shown by taking these assertions and confirming or confronting them 
within songs that were not examined in such detail, such as the list of songs above. 
 
0.8 Moving Forward: Dissertation Outline  
This introduction gives insight into my focus, aims, motivations, influences, and identity as the 
researcher, as well as the subject studied. I have detailed not only what this study is, but also 
what it is not. We have contemplated the placement of Irish traditional lullabies within the 
broader fields of Irish traditional song and music. Finally, this genre has been surveyed by 
giving an outline to each of the four lullabies to be analysed in detail, and  a range of other Irish 
traditional lullabies that have been informative for this research. Chapter 1 will go on to lay the 
foundations and scaffolding for this study by outlining my central research question, main 
themes and concepts, keywords and definitions, as well as theoretical and methodological 
frameworks. This will help in establishing the structure and motivations of the crux of this 
dissertation: the story content of Irish traditional lullabies and the relationships that surround 
them. Chapter 1 also reviews key texts that have been informative throughout this research. 
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Chapter 2 provides some historical grounding for Irish traditional lullabies by noting 
their appearance in mythology and historic literature. It also accounts for their recurrence in 
comprehensive song collections of the nineteenth century. It takes into consideration some of 
the reasons for the lack of recognition that these songs received in such  outlets, despite an 
apparent interest shown by the collectors and compilers of these publications. This historical 
context paints a clearer picture of the society and lulling landscape of Victorian Ireland, blurs 
the lines of lullaby legacies backwards into the possibility of deeper antiquity, and maps the 
general perception and recognition of lullabies in outputs in the 1800s, into the twentieth  and 
twenty-first centuries. This outlet of study exhibits the resilience of these songs and their 
practice through transmission in the oral tradition and inclusion in seminal song anthologies. 
Chapter 3 interacts with the stories of the four focus lullabies at a deeper level  of 
interpretation and considers their many possible layers of meaning. This chapter analyses their 
musical and textual construction, what their stories consist or may be perceived to consist of, 
and notable historical and folkloric connections within these stories. Furthermore, Chapter 3 
goes on to address how these song stories can be interpreted. It contemplates the expression of 
various emotions, multiple possible meanings in the narration, symbolism, and the lessons 
conveyed in each song. Through this process of analysis and interpretation, the relationships 
that are established, strengthened, and maintained through lullaby singing are emphasised. This 
directly supports the central research question of this dissertation, asking about the contribution 
of story and relationship to the endurance and greater importance of lullaby singing in Ireland. 
 Chapter 4 goes on to further investigate the major themes that have emerged through 
these lullabies and their analyses. It draws from commonalities shared between the story 
content of these songs, informant perspectives and previous scholarship to discuss 
characteristic traits and subfunctions, emotional expression, evidence of belief, and finally, 
relations and relationships. In overlaying these themes onto Alan Merriam’s ten functions of 
music practices (Merriam 1964), Chapter 4 grounds Irish traditional lullaby songs and practices 
as forms of music making and social discourse. It presents these songs through the themes 
reflected in analysis of their stories as continuously significant for the fulfilment of basic 
human needs, such as the shelter and safety of home. Furthermore, it considers the expression 
of darker thoughts and fears, to find or highlight a lack of an individual and societal integration 
and sense of belonging (Maslow 1943). 
This study’s conclusion goes on to revisit the central research question and further 
consider the crucial relationships formed within and around Irish traditional lullabies. It 
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recognises the relationships reflected in the stories of these songs. In acknowledging the ebb 
and flow of time, cultural change, and innovation, it evaluates how these timeless and enduring 
examples of relationships serve to shed light on the vital and continuous importance of 
traditional lullaby singing within Ireland, today. It distils findings explored throughout this 
study to convey how traditional lullabies can act as important facilitators in expressing strong 
emotions, creating and strengthening a matrix of essential relationships, and maintaining 
foundational aspects of language, education, belief, culture, and heritage. It addresses 
opportunities for further research that were outside the scope of this dissertation. Finally, it 
emphasises the active role that this research can play in further disseminating, promoting, and 
revitalising Irish traditional lullaby repertoire. In doing so, it encourages the inclusion of 
lullabies in theoretical and applied scholarly discourse by highlighting the need for lullabies in 
embodied and artistic practices of pacification, coping, transmission of tradition, 





Structure and Focus: Theory and Methodology 
 
Irish traditional lullabies are a genre within Irish traditional music and song that are very often 
seen to be cherished and recalled with fondness (Dunne and Dunne 2017; Dennehy 2016; Lynch 
2016; Gosset 1915;  Nic Amhlaoibh 2016, 2018; Watt 2012; Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Petrie 1855; 
Ó Lionáird 2018; Cormican 2018; Ní Cheannabháin 2018; Joyce 1856, 1873). That being said, 
little regard has been paid to them through scholarly, performative, and applied outlets. Based 
on previous scholarship and discourse, this research offers an in-depth and focused 
investigation of the lullaby genre within the Irish traditional context. In doing so, the continued 
importance of lullaby singing can be emphasised. The introduction of this dissertation 
reflexively presented my research focus – Irish traditional lullabies – as well as the fields in 
which it is situated and myself as the researcher. It also forecasted the trajectory of this study 
and the chapters to come. The intention of this chapter is to present the study's central research 
question and orient the reader in terms of the study’s influencing theoretical and methodological 
frameworks. It provides the necessary structure for research investigations and discussions to 
grow. Finally, this chapter engages with prominent keywords found in this study and considers 
main texts that were influential throughout the research process. 
 
1.1 Research Question 
The central research question explored by this dissertation is:  
What are the relationships reflected in the stories of Irish traditional lullabies and how do 
these relationships shed light on the continued importance of lullaby singing in Ireland? 
 
This research aims to highlight the multifaceted relevance, value, and depth of lullabies through 
the lens of the Irish song tradition. This study initially approached the evolution of lullabies 
and how this informs their cultural and societal significance. This focus shifted to the more 
enduring and timeless concepts that surround the lullabies and their singing as it became 
apparent that it was not the texts that were necessarily changing, but the contexts that surround 
the song and its voicing. Therefore, what was it about the song that continued to connect with 
individuals despite these changes? Through such distillation, more clarity was brought to the 
stories presented, and relationships deriving through their embodiment. This, in turn, 
highlighted not the change within lullabies, but their endurance through change. 
By interacting with these aspects and the liminal space created through lullaby 
embodiment, we find connectivity between mythological and historical figures and traditions. 
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We also see connections to the narrative and emotionally expressive constants that continue 
into current practice. This study aims to spur thought surrounding the space of expression and 
connection that lullabies create. It seeks to open the door to more mindful interaction with these 
incredibly underestimated forms of storytelling, expression, bonding, and singing. 
 
1.2 Keywords and Definitions 
This section briefly elaborates on prevalent terms that have arisen within this study. While 
these terms are supplemented by established definitions from a range of scholarly sources, they 
are mediated by my perceptions and are specifically catered toward this study. These 
definitions will help to equip the reader with an understanding of various concepts that will 
repeat throughout this study. 
 
1.2.1 Lullaby  
Origins of the word ‘lullaby’ have fostered different theories over the centuries, with Greek 
and Latin roots of ‘lull’ being posited as the onomatopoeic word to represent the sound of 
waves upon the beach. This could stem from the word ‘lullare’ (‘to sing lalla’), which Leslie 
Daiken asserts is the word used by Greek and Roman nurses to evoke the hypnotic deity, Lallus 
(Daiken 1959). Daiken further presents ‘lullaby’ as Hebraic, or Aramaic in origin, stemming 
from ‘la-yil’, or ‘lai-lah’ (‘night’) (Daiken 1959). Samuel Johnson asserted that the ‘by’ of 
‘lullaby’ was a word meaning ‘sleep’. This was contested by Holt White, when commenting 
on Shakespeare’s “Titus Andronicus”, who countered that ‘by’ signified ‘house’ or ‘cradle’, 
thus causing ‘lullaby’ to mean ‘sleep in house’ or ‘sleep in cradle’ (Johnson, 1766; White and 
Shakespeare 1793; Warner 1998b; Daiken 1959; Watt 2012). Daiken makes the shrewd point 
that this deliberation over the meaning and origin of ‘lullaby’ does not necessarily follow 
through in other languages. For example, in French, they are berceuse; in German, wiegenlied 
(Daiken 1959); in Japanese, komoriuta; and in Irish, suantraí (to be detailed below). 
James Porter’s definition from Oxford’s Grove Music Online dictionary greatly informs 
the term ‘lullaby’ within this research. He asserts that it was “originally, a vocal piece designed 
to lull a child to sleep with repeated formulae; less commonly, it can be used to soothe a 
fractious or sick child” (Porter 2001). It goes on to detail many common characteristics found 
in lullabies. These include gender aspects, related customs, story motifs, and musical elements 
such as melody, pitch range, rhythm, textual formulae, and stanzaic makeup. It also mentions 
the direct intimacy of expression in lullabies, draws parallels with other genres of song and 
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music, incorporates spiritual ritual, and highlights the use of balladry within the genre. Porter 
notes their global practice, but also emphasises their particularisation based on context by 
providing cross-cultural survey. He also highlights aspects of physical movement, 
performative differentiation, privatisation of space, multifunctional capacities that branch the 
lullaby into romantic signage, interaction with the supernatural, and ventilation or catharsis27 
of emotional angst over one’s conditions.  
Porter notes the precedence of sound over textual content in infant-directed singing, 
and remarks on the ability for lullaby lyrics to “instil cultural values or incorporate the fears of 
the parent” (Porter 2001). He also infers the presence of underlying lyrical themes of 
preparation for harsh realities, and power displacement. This aspect is one that ties in very 
closely into this study, regarding the layered interpretations of Irish traditional lullabies. Porter 
remarks on this complexity in the Irish-language lullaby, ‘A Bhean úd Thíos', which is not a 
focus song for this study. Porter’s definition of the lullaby is informative for this research in 
terms of the makeup, functions, and meanings of lullabies as a deep and deliberate musical 
practice. I would specify that this study is concerned mainly with vocal lullabies, and not with 
soothing instrumental slow airs, though there is a definite overlap between the two genres.28  
One source that has been particularly informative, and grazes this overlap of vocal and 
instrumental lullabies, has been Irene Watt’s doctoral dissertation (Watt 2012). Watt notes 
many of the same features as Porter, and is also influenced by this definition. Her final 
definition of ‘lullaby’ is “a tune or song, sung or hummed gently, in order to lull, comfort, or 
bring relief from anxiety, to the writer, the singer or the listener” (Watt 2012:381). Watt 
approaches lullabies from many angles, from historic and folkloric vessels, to therapeutic, 
lamentative, and cathartic outlets. As a singer and harpist, she brings the salience of lullabies 
within the harp tradition into her discussions. 
Watt notes that bards of Celtic societies – traveling poets and musicians for high courts 
– were often charged with singing and playing court members to sleep and penning tributary 
 
27Some interviewees used the terms ‘vent’ or ‘ventilation’ – as in being able to ‘vent’ to a confidant, without fear 
of judgment or repercussions (Ní Riain 2016; Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018)  – when describing the expression of pent 
up emotions through the lullaby. Nóirín Ní Riain noted that a function of lullabies can be, firstly, “to express a 
deep connection between the singer and the child, secondly it’s there to give vent to the psychological state of the 
singer, the mother” (Ní Riain 2018).  
28There have been many examples of vocal lullaby songs which have been produced as instrumental arrangements 
such as Barry Phillips’ contribution to the album, Celtic Twilight 7: Gaelic Blessings, or Caitriona O’Leary and 
Dultra’s Sleepsongs (Phillips 2015; Dultra on O’Leary 2014). Similarly, occasional repertoire from the genre of 
instrumental slow airs, and airs that were not necessarily designed as such, have been denoted as lullabies by way 
of playing CD’s of instrumental music within a lulling context, such as some of the tracks from The Chieftains’ 
CD, The Celtic Harp (The Chieftains1994). 
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lullabies for the heirs to the chieftains, mapping out their legacies. She feels that this is one 
reason slow airs and instrumental lullabies have a particular association to the harp (Watt 
2012). This ties cross-culturally to Thailand, through the playing of lullabies on the saw sam 
sai (three-stringed fiddle) at royal ceremonies (Kawphachone 2019). Watt also draws influence 
from Leslie Daiken’s The Lullaby Book (Daiken 1959), which gives succinct thought and 
discussion on the construction, origins, and motivations of lullabies. Thoughts from both of 
these authors are very conducive to what is put forward by Porter, as well as what has been 
explored through this study. 
 
1.2.2 Suantraí 29 
We move from the general term ‘lullaby’ to the Irish-specific term ‘suantraí’. Fintan Vallely 
remarks, in his Companion to Irish Traditional Music, that a lullaby in the Irish context is “a 
type of song which is both an evocation of the singer’s love for the child and a means of lulling 
a child to sleep” (Vallely 1999:641). He then gives detail to some of the magical, mythical, and 
otherworldly properties that lullabies were historically believed to possess, including 
protection from the sí.30 ‘Suantraí’ is loosely translated as ‘lullaby’ and is often a term that 
signifies a more traditional sense of the form of older lullabies. In her doctoral dissertation, 
Mary McLaughlin very aptly articulates the term ‘suantraí’: 
The word ‘lullaby’ however, does not convey the rich meaning of the word ‘suantraighe’, a 
term that is steeped in Irish mythology (Gregory 1998 pp.75, 76), and is known as one of the 
Three Noble Strains of Irish Music […] Edward Bunting’s (1840) definition of a suantraidhe 
is “sleepy, composing strains” and Daithí Ó hÓgáin (1991 p.314) refers to a suantraidhe as 
conveying the idea of an enchanted or magical sleep. 
(McLaughlin 2018:125) 
The ‘Noble Strains’ that McLaughlin refers to go back to the story of the Dagda and his harp, as 
he brought forth reactions of joy, sorrow, and sleep through his enchanted music (Gregory 
2015:52; Vallely 1999:294; McLaughlin 2018). Breandán Ó Madagáin discusses the lullaby’s 
capacity as fragments of ancient protective charms and prayers that were cast over the child 
before sleep. This was to defend them against any earthly or ethereal misfortune (Ó Madagáin 
1989). Sorcha Nic Lochlainn further emphasises the private nature of these songs and women’s 
traditional and societal role through time in contributing to, curating, and maintaining this form 
 
29From a lexical point of view, it should be noted that there are several spelling variations for this term, including 
‘suantraí’, ‘suantraidhe’, and ‘suantraighe’. Furthermore, the plural of ‘suantraí’ is ‘suantraithe’.  
30 As with ‘suantraí’, there are several spelling variations of the term ‘sí’, including ‘sídhe’, and ‘sióga’. 
Additionally, the anglicised spelling of ‘sí’ is ‘shee’. ‘Sí’ is an Irish term for fairies and supernatural creatures 
(Dolan 2006; McLaughlin 2018; Ó Madagáin 1989; White 1976). See ‘1.3.7 Fairies’ for more information. 
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of poetry, narrative, ritual, and song (Nic Lochlainn 2017). While a lullaby is a soft and 
soothing song, the word does not always bare the supernatural propensity and cultural 
connection that the term ‘suantraí’ achieves through its mythological history and magical 
connotations (McLaughlin 2018; Ní Riain 2018). 
 
1.2.3 Song 
The specification of ‘song’ as a term connects with discussions from the introduction, where 
lullabies are considered a niche subject within Irish traditional song and music. 
Vallely’s Companion begins its 37-page description of ‘song’ with “Irish traditional music has 
a rich variety of song, much of which shares the same underlying stylistic features” (Vallely 
1999:625). It then categorises ‘song’ linguistically as Irish language, English language, 
and macaronic.31 Within these linguistic categorisations, Vallely denotes thematic content, 
including “‘lay’ and lyric song in Irish (known as ‘sean-nós’32), love song, the aisling and 
Jacobite song […] ballads […] containing types related to their circumstances and era of 
composition but address all aspects of culture and the human condition” (Vallely 1999:625). 
In the broader sense, outside of Irish traditional music, the Oxford English Dictionary 
defines ‘song’ as “the act or art of singing; vocal music; that which is sung.” It also specifies it 
as “a combination of words and music sung with or without instrumental accompaniment; a 
composition, typically relatively short, consisting of lyrics, melody, and usually other elements 
of musical arrangement, (sometimes) esp. a poem set to music; (hence also) an instrumental 
piece or passage having structural or other characteristics suggestive of a song” (OED 2017a). 
I would emphasise that the term ‘song’, in the Irish context, invariably refers to music made 
by the voice as the instrument connected with the body and language. This is in contrast to 
music made by an external instrument such as a fiddle or flute, which would usually be referred 
to as a tune or air (Vallely 1999). 
 
 
31The alternation of two or more languages within one song. 
32Sean-nós (old style) is a contested term, coined in the early-twentieth century by the Gaelic League, that can be 
applied to several factors. These include stylistic features such as ornamentation and timbre, language distinctions, 
as well as a selection of repertoire that bears a legacy and rooted history within the tradition. As this is a debated 
term, and outside the parameters of this study, it will not take a front seat in discussions, with the term ‘traditional’ 
being preferred. When it is employed – such as being quoted by informants – it should be understood that it is 
referring to this traditional repertoire and style of singing. 
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1.2.4 Story  
The importance of Irish traditional lullaby story content within the broader practice of lullaby 
singing, is one of two central fulcrums of this study. In the Irish context, ‘story’ and storytelling 
are “like music, […] an essential part of the social fabric of life” (Vallely, 1999:666). ‘Story’ 
is defined more generally by the Oxford English Dictionary as “an oral or written narrative 
account of events that occurred or are believed to have occurred in the past; a narrative account 
accepted as true by virtue of great age or long tradition” (OED 2017b). It goes on to note ‘story’ 
as “a short account of an amusing, interesting, or telling incident, whether real or fictitious; an 
anecdote,” or “a narrative of imaginary or (less commonly) real events composed for the 
entertainment of the listener or reader; a (short) work of fiction; a tale” (OED 2017b).  
There is a wide variety of style and content included in the Irish context of this tradition 
that deeply incorporates aspects of Irish mythology and folklore. Vallely notes that stories often 
“included elements of magic and transformation”, working as “oral literature”, to account for 
a valuable part of the island’s history (Vallely 1999:666). In a more literary mindset, Mark 
Turner remarks that: 
Story is a basic principle of mind. Most of our experience, our knowledge, and our thinking 
is organised as stories. The mental scope of story is magnified by projection  –  one story 
helps us make sense of another. The projection of one story onto another is parable, a basic 
cognitive principle that shows up everywhere, from simple actions like telling time to complex 
literary creations like Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu. 
 (Turner 1996:i) 
Closer still to the focus of this research, Marina Warner addresses what stories do through 
confrontation of emotions, and aesthetic enjoyment of imitation through stories: 
Dreaming of their [the story’s antagonist’s] horrors and desires and crimes, exaggerating 
them, reinforcing them, repeating them over and over again, works to squeeze pleasure out of 
the confrontation […] Both children and adults, hearing the tales, playing the games, 
contemplating the images and even learning the songs, find their double in the mirror that 
these fragments hold up to them: they are made to stare at the possibility of their non-being, 
at death itself, but they then discover that they are still alive, outside the tale. 
(Warner 1998b:6)  
The idea of transformation within ‘story’ that Vallely discusses is prominent within lullabies. 
The projection of one story onto another through these songs is a liberating way to learn, 
explore, and express one’s thoughts and emotions (Turner 1996; Tatar 2010). ‘Story’ is 
therefore a valuable concept to consider in this dissertation. It is through the narration and 
projection of one’s thoughts and observations into parable that deeper meaning and 
relationships are depicted. This is evidenced through the lullabies themselves, as well as 





What brings components of a story together into a meaningful plot, delivered with intent, are 
the relationships surrounding the practice. Until these relationships are acknowledged, the story 
and its delivery remain, on a certain level, abstract (Strathern 2018; Turner 1996; Tatar 2010). 
In addressing ‘relationship’, the concept of how or why something is meaningful is opened. 
This taps into the central research question of this study, as we question how the relationships 
derived from stories inform the Irish traditional lullaby’s continued importance. The Oxford 
English Dictionary describes this term as “The way in which two or more people or things are 
connected, or the state of being connected” (OED 2020a). The connections, reflections, and 
statements of communitas are what bring meaningfulness and intention to lullabies.  
There is an initial dualistic nature to relations, which is closely followed by a network 
of interrelated connections that create context, meaning, and intent. This is reflected by Marylin 
Strathern, who states: 
The commitment of twentieth-century anthropology to the concepts of ‘society’ and ‘culture’ 
presented the world with what were above all bundles of relations. People’s actions and 
behaviour were to be described (analysed, theorised) in the context of the diverse relations in 
which they were enmeshed. Anthropologists continue to show the logical or functional 
relations between entities they abstract, such as religion or the state, and create new fields of 
enquiry by emphasising the relational nexus of phenomena, a notable case being that of 
personhood and the entanglements imagined between self and other, individual and collective. 
But at the same time, they take it as self-evident that everywhere people too are drawn into 
relations with the things, beings, and entities that form their environment. Above all, the 
specific capacity of persons to relate to one another is taken as a fundamental truth of human 
existence. Social life is what goes on between them.  
(Strathern 2018) 
With this in mind, we can better understand relationships as interconnected networks of 
perceptions that incorporate one’s relationship with a range of individual and collective 
participants, and the relationships between moving parts within lullaby songs, stories, and 
practice. Both ‘story’ and ‘relationship’ are considered in further detail below, as main 
concepts of this research. 
 
1.2.6 Traditional (Music)  
This term is abstract and has been heavily debated. The question of ‘what is traditional music?’ 
is complex. In the Companion, Vallely gives the following definition: “the term used to denote 
the older dance music and song in Ireland [...] The music so designated from both nineteenth 
century ‘national’ and ‘popular’ music, and late-twentieth century ‘folk’ music – although each 
of these has exerted influences on it” (Vallely 1999:687). More generally, the Oxford English 
Dictionary defines ‘traditional’ as “of or relating to tradition, or a particular tradition; based 
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on, derived from, or sanctioned by tradition; long-established, customary, conventional” (OED 
2017c). Irene Watt finds resonance with Henry Glassie’s thoughts on the cyclical motion of 
tradition, saying “Henry Glassie described tradition as ‘the creation of the future out of the 
past: its character is not static but continuous’ [Glassie 1995]. This certainly seems to be the 
case with regard to the continuation or demise of lullaby singing; those with a functioning past 
of lullaby singing, re-create that world (the past) for their own children (the future)” (Watt 
2012:389). She further connects tradition into hermeneutic thinking, as one must be exposed 
to a tradition in order to understand it, to thus transmit this tradition one step further. 
 ‘Traditional music’ has been described as having continuity with the past and a strong 
association with ‘authenticity’, a term in itself that is also contested, as exhibited by Regina 
Bendix and Vincent John Cheng (Bendix 1997; Cheng 2004). ‘Traditional music’ focuses on 
older repertoire such as tunes, airs, and songs passed down through oral transmission or music 
played in a similar style to older Irish repertoire (Dowling 2014; Williams 2020; Motherway 
2013). Distinctions between traditional and non-traditional are disputed, and are reliant on 
one’s perceptions of authenticity: for example, melodic motives, antiquity, stylisation or 
ownership. Ó Laoire, quoting  Hobsbawm and Ranger, describes the flexibility and malleability 
of tradition by stating: 
It is no longer accepted as a term meaning culturally “inert, dead, sediment cultural heritage” 
since it has been shown to be an extremely flexible concept, often responding as much to 
contemporary concerns as to any hallowed antiquity (Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983). 
(Ó Laoire 2005:7) 
He also refers to Honko’s 1995 definition of tradition “as a ‘store of available elements,’ which 
is systematically classified, selected, and augmented as a culture finds necessary.” (Ó Laoire, 
2005:7). This regard to the methodical and changing aspects of tradition and drawing 
inspiration from previous trends and experiences makes room for newly composed traditional 
song and music. It also allows for traditional song to be rendered contemporary through 
maintaining traditional characteristics, while adding contemporary elements: harmonisation, 
unconventional instrumentation, meters and rhythms, and the entire process of sound editing. 
I add that it is the playing and singing style of traditional music that seems to take 
precedence over the antiquity or legacy of the repertoire. There is very new music being played 
today that could be considered traditional, according to the definitions above. It could be said 
to be played in a similar style as the ‘national’ or ‘popular’ music of previous generations. This 
term is included here as this research focuses on lullabies from within Irish traditional music. 
Popular lullabies, such as ‘Hush, Little Baby,’ ‘Too-ra-loo-ra-loo-ral, That’s an Irish Lullaby’ 
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or ‘Rock-a-bye Baby’ (Commins 1967; Watt 2012; Royce Shannon 1913) – while maintaining 
their own history and legacy – may arise in connection with particular repertoire and the 
broader practice of lullaby singing. However, the focus of the study will remain rooted in the 
traditional Irish context. 
 
1.2.7 Fairies  
Fairy Faith in Ireland is an ideology that predates the advent of Christianity and is one that 
continues to trickle down through custom, belief, and story. The fairies, or ‘sí’, are the 
descendants of the mythological Irish race, the Tuatha de Dannan. Through several cycles of 
invasions and battles by various races, the Tuatha de Dannan were defeated by the Milesians. 
In divvying up Ireland, it was settled that the Milesians would claim Ireland above the ground, 
while the Tuatha de Dannan would retreat to the subterranean levels of the country: the caves 
and crevices under the earth (Gregory 2015; McLaughlin 2018; Ní Bhriain and McCabe 2018; 
Bettelheim 1976; Narváez 1991). 
  We find a pantheon of beings and creatures beyond the veil of the Irish Otherworld who 
continue to thrive, invisible, but alongside the human race. Mary McLaughlin relates Fairy-
Faith into ubiquitous perspectives of ideology by stating that: 
Fairy-Faith is rooted in pre-Christian belief but it is noteworthy that metaphorical tales of 
wonder are to be found not only in ancient religions such as Judaism and Hinduism but also 
ancient Greek and Roman fables. 
(McLaughlin 2018:55) 
Indeed, customs and beliefs in Ireland are often categorised into Christian, and pre-Christian 
or pagan. Additionally, there are many instances where these various beliefs are conflated, 
injecting layered depth, relevance, and antiquity to such beliefs. However, through 
transmission and development of beliefs, there has come to be a diluted, popular understanding 
of ‘fairy’ that conjures stereotypical images of the innocuous Leprechauns of Saint Patrick’s 
Day,33 or small flitting creatures of Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream (Shakespeare 
and Doran 1959), Disney’s Peter Pan (Disney 1953) and the Cottingley Fairies (Magnusson 
2006; Wright 1917).  
 
33Unlike their traditional counterparts, the Leprechauns that are, today, associated internationally with Saint 
Patrick’s Day are depicted as jovial, petite, ginger-bearded men, and rosy-cheeked women, dressed in green, 
happily guarding their rainbow-trailed treasures. Within Irish folklore, the leprechaun is a type of fairy that bears 
more mischievous and sinister traits. If captured, they will grant their captor a certain number of wishes. However, 
very often they also cause mayhem and mischief as means to distract and dazzle the overly interested and greedy 
humans (White 1976; Crofton-Croker 2008; Squire 1996). 
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In the traditional Irish belief, however, they are comparable to the shadow side of 
humans. They resemble humans in size and stature, but there is a somewhat Machiavellian, 
almost malicious shade to their dispositions. The sí are often credited, or blamed, for unnatural 
or inexplicable occurrences. There is much folklore and custom that derives from wanting to 
maintain an unobtrusive relationship of distanced respect with the sí (White 1976; Sugg 2018; 
Crofton-Croker 2008; Mac Coitir 2003, 2006, 2010, 2015; Lenihan 1987; Bettelheim 1976; 
McLaughlin 2018; Uí Ógáin and Sherlock 2012; Evans Wentz 1977; Narváez 1991). 
Fairy belief in Ireland has astounding breadth and depth, which traditional lullabies tap 
into through their stories and, indeed, the practice of lullaby singing itself. There is not the 
room in this dissertation to discuss fairy belief in the detail that it deserves, as the immensity 
of its influence not only represents an entire field of study but also extends outside of the 
parameters of this study. While much more detail and definition of the sí and their capricious 
relationship with the human race in Ireland will be explored throughout, it does not interrogate 
fairy belief in minute detail. This dissertation deals with traditional lullabies, within which 
there is strong reference to folk and fairy belief. Therefore, these aspects of folklore, as they 
apply to lullabies, are emphasised. 
 
1.2.8 Changeling 
Out of the pantheon of Irish Fairy Faith, one character trope that frequently emerges within the 
lullaby tradition is the changeling. One of several acts for which fairies were famous was 
abduction: stealing humans away with them into the Otherworld. The changelings were what 
fairies would leave in the place of the abducted human. These beings, while bearing a likeness 
to the abducted subject, were often described as sickly and withering, incredibly irritable, fussy 
and mischievous, and/or considerably out of character from the human subject, thus wreaking 
havoc and misery on their hosts (Bourke 1998:82; Dennehy, E. 2016; Watt 2012; McLaughlin 
2018; Narváez 1991). There are several reasons for fairy abduction, and various descriptions 
of changeling manifestations. Those most susceptible to kidnapping were infants – often male 
– and new mothers. There are also accounts of men and animals – mainly milking cows – being 
abducted throughout folklore (Crofton Croker 2008; White 1976; Petrie 1855; Mac Coitir 
2010; Watt 2012; Bourke 1998). Patricia Monaghan notes that the changeling was an: 
Irish, Scottish, occasionally Breton folkloric figure. Fairy babies were withered little 
raisinettes, ugly to look at, more like wizened old people than darling newborns. As a result, 
fairy parents were tempted to steal away chubby, cheery human babies, leaving enchanted 




This description fits many accounts of changelings found throughout this research (Crofton 
Croker 2008; Dolan 2006; White 1976; Watt 2012; Ó Madagáin 1989). The motivation for 
abduction is often one of jealousy and is depicted as a desire for something that the human 
subjects have: a healthy baby in exchange for a weaker fairy child; the nutritional sustenance 
of a wet nurse or milking cow; or the musical and physical beauty of an individual (Monaghan 
2004; Dennehy, E. 2016). There is also the thought that healthy humans might better raise a 
sickly fairy child rather than its own parents; therefore, the exchange would be made for the 
benefits of the human’s care and parenting (Dennehy, E. 2016). Descriptions of changelings 
range from being a fairy child, or a different type of fairy – older, weaker, and more fractious 
(Crofton Croker 2008; White 1976; Schoon Eberly 1991; McLaughlin 2018) – to human men, 
aged overtime after being abducted by the fairies at a young age (McLaughlin 2016, 2018; 
Petrie 1855). Inanimate objects, such as blocks of wood or brooms enchanted with a foil of the 
abducted subject, were another explanation for changeling origins (McLaughlin 2018; Petrie 
1855; Monaghan 2004; Schoon Eberly 1991). 
 Ways to determine whether a child was a changeling often involved catching the 
creature off guard, causing it to expose its true nature. This would be considered abnormal 
behaviour for the human subject, such as an infant bursting out in speech and laughter, or 
playing enchanting music on the pipes (Crofton Croker 2008; Watt 2012; Monaghan 2004). 
Recent investigations into the changelings find that this creature could have been a source of 
explanation for what is now more readily considered as an array of medical ailments, infant 
mortality, physical and mental disabilities, congenital disorders as well as deviant and 
diverging behaviours from societal norms (Dennehy, E. 2016; Schoon 1991; Watt 2012; 
Underwood Munro 1991; Bourke 1998; McLaughlin 2018; Cormican 2018; Breathnach 2018; 
Mag Fhloinn 2016; Nic Amhlaoibh 2018; Ní Riain 2018; Monaghan 2004; Bourke 1999). 
Methods of protection against fairy abduction included surrounding the child’s crib 
with a line of salt, placing a piece of the father’s clothing, a piece of blackthorn or iron34 in the 
crib, crossing iron fire tongs over the crib, refraining from throwing out the child’s washing 
water, as well as the practice of lullaby singing (de Cléir 2018; Dennehy, E. 2016, Ó Madagáin 
1985, 1989; Watt 2012; Nic Lochlainn 2017; Bourke 1998; White 1976; Monaghan 2004; Mac 
Coitir 2015; Bhreathnach 2018; Ní Riain 2016; Nic Amhlaoibh 2016). Baptism and concealing 
 
34The reasoning for the use of iron has been varied. Some have said that this is to do with the fairies’ aversion to 
this metal because of higher iron levels in human blood versus weaker fairy blood (McLaughlin 2016, 2018). 
Others – specifically in reference to fire tongs – referenced Vulcan, the Roman god of fire and metalwork, and 
the manipulation of fire and iron being seen as an ancient type of protective magic (Watt 2012). 
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the child’s name from the fairies was also a form of protection, as knowledge of the child’s 
name made them more susceptible to abduction. The revealing and expulsion of a changeling 
and retrieval of the abducted child that have been recorded can relate to dated forms of child 
discipline (Bourke 1998). Alongside this, using, what are interpreted today as, extreme and 
cruel measures, with very little success of returning what one thought was their original child. 
More benign methods included curious customs such as boiling eggshells and 
articulating protective and banishing phrases. More extreme ways to get rid of a changeling 
would now be seen as infant exposure, neglect, abuse, and infanticide (Dennehy, E. 2016; 
McLaughlin 2018; Schoon Eberly 1991; Luddy 2013; Kelly 2007; Foyster 2013; Golež Kaučič 
2017; Underwood Munro 1991; Watt 2012). Examples include plunging a red-hot fire poker 
down its throat, thrusting a penknife through its heart, laying them on a bed of hot coals, leaving 
the changeling out in the snow, or throwing them in a river. These tactics would either draw 
the changeling out of the innocent child or convince the fairy parents to reverse the change, out 
of fear for their child. It has been interpreted that the changeling was a justification for such 
destructive behaviour manifesting in the minds of mothers with pre-, peri-, or postnatal mental 
health difficulties. Such discourse was also seen among adjacent carers and community 
members who may have seen deviances in social, mental or physical conformities and norms 
(Crofton Croker 2008; Watt 2012; Dennehy, E. 2016; Monaghan 2004; Underwood Munro 
1991; McLaughlin 2018; Bourke 1999; Schoon Eberly 1991; Warner 1998b; Ó Madagáin 
1989; White 1976). 
While these are folk beliefs that are now brought out through traditions of storytelling 
and song, they are also part of historical practice. Infant mortality was much higher in previous 
generations and centuries, not only due to a very different landscape for medical knowledge 
and living conditions but also because of exercises such as these. What can be seen as torturous 
behaviour ending in mortality was not limited to children either. A famous example of this is 
Bridget Cleary, who was burned to death by her family in the early-twentieth century. This was 
due to her family claiming that her adverse behaviour was due to fairy possession and the way 
to be rid of this fairy was to burn her (Bourke 1999; Monaghan 2004; Dennehy, E. 2016; 
McLaughlin 2018). The changeling is an engaging subject of focus, for which further research 
would surely yield fascinating findings. It is a prominent keyword and character within this 
research, frequently appearing – both explicitly and implicitly – throughout a great deal of Irish 
traditional lullaby repertoire. It is something that parents fear most: that something terrible has 
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happened to their child, and that it has been taken from them by the fairies. These anxieties are 
reiterated frequently throughout these songs. 
 
1.2.9 Meaning  
‘Meaning’ deals with the underlying importance of something and the associations that it 
conjures in one’s mind. It is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as “the significance, 
purpose, underlying truth, etc., of something,” or “of an action, condition, etc.: signification; 
intention; cause, purpose; motive, justification. Usu. in interrogative contexts, as a rhetorical 
question in protest at an action or behaviour (esp. in what is the meaning of ——?)” (OED 
2017d).  The works of Barre Toelken (Toelken 1995) and Mark Turner (Turner 1996) feed into 
the perception of ‘meaning’ within this study. These writers deal heavily with the varied and 
multidimensional meaning of folksong and story through the frames of metaphor and 
individual interpretation. Turner remarks on the implicit meaning found through metaphorical 
and literary, saying “We interpret every level of existence by means of parable […] Parable is 
the root of the human mind – of thinking, knowing, acting, creating, and plausibly even 
speaking. But the common view, firmly in place for two and a half millennia, sees the everyday 
mind as unliterary and the literary mind as optional” (Turner 1996:v). Toelken brings this 
further into folksong, stating that: 
We view vernacular expression not from the crown downward but from the soil upward. The 
texts of songs are articulations that may or may not have a heavy load of manifest content, but 
in every case grow out of and provide reference to the value-laden assumptions – the nutrients 
– of the cultures in which they function. Rather than possessing meaning in themselves, 
folksongs touch off or excite culturally shared meanings in listeners. Among other things, we 
must explore the extent to which the makers and singers of folksongs use their cultures in 
poetic expressions. Thus the critical task requires taking the everyday level of culture seriously 
enough to consider it as a matrix for  literary discussion. In turn, this occasions a certain 
inversion of scholarly custom, for here empirical evidence from everyday poetic behaviour 
enjoys the same standing as abstract theory. 
(Toelken 1995:28) 
The term ‘meaning’ ties into this study profoundly, as we investigate the layered meaning that 
can be interpreted from traditional lullaby stories. The meaning interpreted from a lullaby can 
be a contributing factor in creating security, building deep bonds, exploring darker issues and 
providing a safe space for imagination, enactment, and emotional expression. They could mean 
access into language development, alleviation and release from stress, frustration, or pain, or 
they could simply signify the transition into night-time and sleep through the humming or 
lilting of a soothing tune. ‘Function’ and ‘meaning’ enter the discussion frequently with regard 
to both the story content of these songs as well as the relationships surrounding them. Lullabies 
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serve multiple functions, and mean different things, depending on who is singing, the contexts 
in which they are sung, and what one is extracting from their content. 
 
1.2.10 Significance  
Similar to ‘meaning’, but bearing more weight in this thesis, The Oxford English Dictionary 
defines ‘significance’ as “the meaning of a word, gesture, event, etc.; the purport of a symbol. 
Also, as a count noun: a particular meaning, a sense. Freq. with of,” (OED 2017e). With 
‘meaning’ included in the OED definition of ‘significance’, and ‘significance’ in the definition 
of ‘meaning’, they would seem to be somewhat synonymous. However, from the perspective 
of this study, the two terms take on slightly different connotations, in that the significance of 
something refers to its overarching meaning and importance. In contrast, ‘meaning’ refers to 
the purpose or defining intricacies of various subtleties that make up the overall concept. 
Lullabies bear significance in a multitude of different ways, not least of which being their 
prominence of imagination, education, relationships, culture, identity, and narrative 
expression. By ‘significance’, one could be emphasising something’s function, meaning, 
purpose, rationale, importance, prevalence, and more. The capacity and multiplied 
connotations of ‘significance’ make it an umbrella term. Under this term, we will concern 
ourselves with several aspects in particular, namely: the story content, relationships, and 
endurance of Irish traditional lullabies. 
 
1.3 Centre of Focus and Main Concepts  
This research initially aimed to consider the current state and changes in lullabies and their 
practice in Ireland. What more prominently arose through the fieldwork, however, was not the 
evolution of lullabies, but their endurance despite change. Though it is certainly true that 
change has occurred within this genre over the centuries, the continuous need for lullabies and 
their endurance and timelessness seem to be a meaningful cornerstone of their nature and 
embodiment. This rooted sense of connection and comfort was unequivocally apparent through 
formal and informal correspondence regarding traditional lullaby repertoire and practice. From 
Patrick Weston Joyce in the nineteenth century (Joyce 1856, 1873) to parents, singers, and 
listeners today (Nic Amhlaoibh 2016, 2018; Cormican 2018; Ó Lionáird 2018; Howley 2017; 
Dennehy, T. 2016; Ní Riain 2016, 2018), we recognise the power of these songs. It seemed 
that ‘significance’ is the best way to describe the gravity and rococo nature of what is 
considered to be vitally important about these songs. The following sections detail the main 
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concepts and themes on which this study has focused and acknowledges how these focuses 
developed over the course of this research. 
 
1.3.1 The Trouble with Significance 
After conducting fieldwork and considering previous scholarship, ‘significance’ seemed to be 
the ideal term to package and present what is considered to be important about these songs.  It 
was an encompassing term that could incorporate the many keywords that were recurrent 
throughout the bibliographic and ethnographic investigation. See Figure 2 below: 
 
Figure 2 Significance as an umbrella term 
While ‘significance’ was an efficient way to include all these concepts, such a loaded term 
ended up bringing ambiguity, rather than clarity. It was challenging to navigate all of these 
facets to the degree of detail desired for this study. While usage of this term was effective in 
developing this research, distillation of knowledge accumulated required stepping further into 
the term to focus on specific aspects that were prominently resurfacing throughout the research 
process. Within significance, the emphasis of ‘importance’ lingered in the narratives expressed 
through the lullaby stories. These narratives, depending on context and function, further 
revealed a layered depth of meaning and a range of salient relationships within lullaby practice. 
It is these relationships, expressed through the stories, that highlight the lullaby’s importance. 
Therefore, the two conceptual pillars that support this study are the story content of traditional 
lullabies, and the relationships interpreted from these stories as well as the practice of lullaby 
singing in various contexts.  
These contexts - especially in contemporary ethnographic perspectives and settings - 
interacted with the textual and contextual relationships embedded throughout these songs. They 
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also served to highlight the benefits and value of lullaby singing under various circumstances. 
Exemplifying this, Iarla Ó Lionáird noted that the interactions between performative contexts 
and the mother/child relationship often found in lullabies seem to be “of perennial interest to 
artists” (Ó Lionáird 2018). This testimony goes to support the underlying and continuous value 
of lullabies in society, as the mother/child relationship embodied by these songs seems to be a 
thing of fascination and study within artistic practice. This can then extend into other fields of 
scholarship and community music, having a direct impact on perception and application of the 
betterment of one’s wellbeing (Beirne 2020, Maslow 1943). At present, we will consider each 
of these two pillars – main concepts of story content and relationships – in further detail. 
 
1.3.2 Story Content 
The main concept of story can be considered as what the lullabies consist of: their musical and 
textual composition, narratives, as well as layers of deeper meanings represented through 
metaphor and poeticism (Lakoff and Turner 1989; Lakoff and Johnson 2003; Toelken 1995). 
These deeper meanings expose further emotions, relationships, dilemma, and inner narratives 
that can reflect caregiver experiences and identities. This form of inquiry reflects Thomas 
Turino’s musical interpretation of Peircean Semiotics (Turino 2008), and is depicted below as 
a triangulation of the meaning within lullaby stories. 
 
Figure 3 Triangulating the meaning within lullaby stories 
Through analysing the songs themselves, as well as discussing these lullabies in detail with 
informants, certain aspects recur as thematic, either by way of repeatedly emerging within the 
song makeup, or through patterned reiteration throughout interviews and previous scholarship. 
Musical elements such as the general terrain of melody lines, beat patterns, rhythm, and 










also be interpreted as representative of extra-musical components such as mimicry of 
vocalisations or creation and relief of tensions (Ní Riain 2016, 2018; McLaughlin 2016, 2018; 
Welch 2005; Daiken 1959; Nic Amhlaoibh 2016, 2018; Meyer 1956). Story content and 
literary themes in lullabies are often reflective of the caregiver and child’s surroundings, inner-
narratives and relationships as they interact with the world and process events and emotions. 
They are also indicative of cultural and societal belief systems and incorporate supernatural 
beings and Otherworld phenomena. These themes play into Mark Turner’s explorations of the 
literary mind through story, projection, and parable. Through his conception, story is our 
unmediated flow of inner narratives. Projection is how we make intellectual sense of these 
through thoughts, and parable is the act of projecting one story onto another in order to convey 
one’s message (Turner 1996). Again, we see semiotic influences of firstness, secondness, and 
thirdness of being through this conception (Turino1999, 2014).  
The general character of lullabies from initial listening can often be their loving and 
pleasant nature. The caregiver’s happiness, unconditional love and support for the child exudes 
from the many endearments and well-wishes found in the songs. Indeed, the mere voicing of a 
lullaby suggests presence, support, and reassurance of security. The emotional terrain that can 
be plotted through more in-depth analyses can sometimes, however, uncover darker content. 
This can bring about a sinister side to lullabies through a complex, vulnerable, and vivid 
presentation of a parent’s frustrations and fears. These exhibitions of more shadowed thoughts, 
feelings, and beliefs can be expressed overtly through direct acknowledgment or covertly 
through metaphorical projection and layered meaning (Lakoff and Turner 1989; Lakoff and 
Johnson 2003; Toelken 1995; Opie and Opie 1997; Shields 1993). By deconstructing and 
examining possible layers of meaning in order to understand and interpret the weight of 
language and symbols used in these lyrics, approaches of structuralism, literary theories, 
semiotics, and hermeneutics are at play (Caputo 1997; Derrida 1991; Peirce 1994; de Saussure, 
et al. 2008; Holcombe 2016; Mootz and Taylor 2011). 
Through this approach, understanding of beliefs, relationships, societal norms and 
cultural traditions is derived from these lullaby stories that make them uniquely traditional and 
Irish. A depth and complexity of narrative and narrator is also yielded, making them widely 
and continuously relevant and applicable (Opie and Opie 1997). This raises topics of text 
versus context that are maintained by Irene Watt. She emphasises that because the text of the 
traditional lullaby is often a representation of a past experience and not a presentation of a 
current experience, context, and text may not always align (Watt 2012). Therefore, while 
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aspects of a song text may strongly resonate within a modern context of lullaby singing, 
differences as well as similarities in context must be considered. This, in turn, resonates with 
ideas expressed by Maria Tatar, who acknowledges the importance of fairy tale stories in 
opening windows to view and experience a different context through imagination and mental 
transformation. This, in turn, can liberate participants and creating a sense of objectification 
and independence (Tatar 2010). 
The content of these lullabies speaks to participants of varying context in a variety of 
ways, causing the genre to maintain relatability, potency, and vitality. A sense of identity and 
cultural heritage emerges through understanding what these songs mean to participants and 
how they are affected (Daiken 1959; Opie and Opie 1997). Critical thought on the texts of 
lullaby stories can help in better understanding how lullabies represent contexts of lifestyle, 
discourse, and identities of past and current generations of caregivers and communities through 
their continuous resonance with individuals. This deepens dimensions of ethnomusicological 
function surrounding lullabies (Merriam 1964) and brings into definition the network of 
relationships surrounding and influencing lullaby songs and singing. 
 
1.3.3 Relations and Relationships 
The story content of lullabies is a very important concept to emphasise when questioning the 
significance of these songs and their practice. However, how we connect with these stories, 
ourselves, and each other, is what brings depth of meaning to these songs, and thus solidifies 
their importance. Therefore, relationships are the second main concept around which the 
central research question of this study centres. Much like the layers of meaning interpreted 
from story content, relationships can also be considered in multifaceted capacities. 
 In regarding relationships, we will not only highlight the things which these 
relationships connect, but also the connections themselves. It is an aspect that is often not 
considered in itself, but rather used as a means to show the relevance and progression from one 
significant focus to another. Indeed, Marilyn Strathern noted the imbedded nature of relations 
within anthropological studies by stating: 
The English-language concept of relation is so ubiquitous, is entailed in such a range of 
applications, there might seem a good case for leaving it to common-sense to sort out what is 
meant on this or that occasion. […] it is often introduced into discussion to signal a critical 
(in the sense of probing and questioning) move. 
(Strathern 2018) 
It can be challenging to consider relationships as an entity of itself rather than the route of 
connection between traits. Within Strathern’s article, she distinguishes between relations, 
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relationships, and connections. She draws from several scholar’s previous writings: such as 
Andrew Moutu’s work on kinship (Moutu 2012), Debbora Battaglia’s study on social 
interactions and contact (Battaglia 2005), and Philippe Descola’s thought (Descola 2013) on 
the “interplay between terms and relations” (Strathern 2018:4). While two entities might be 
related, there may not be a relationship in terms of interpersonal attachment, but instead an 
epistemological relation: tying two entities together in abstract connection. Similarly, two 
entities may have connection, but may not be related to one another. Though there is interplay 
between these three terms, Strathern does not consider them to be synonymous. This is relevant 
to this study, as by engaging with lullabies it deals with several facets of these concepts. 
Often used in passing as a means of understanding the significance of something, this 
study puts emphasis on relationships as things of significance in themselves. This manifests 
from the strong sense of bonding, identity, and community that has been attached to lullabies 
(Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Nic Amhlaoibh 2016, 2018; Cormican 2018; Warner 1998b; Pettit 2014; 
Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; Nic Lochlainn 2017). The aspects of relationship that arise out of this 
research include: those that form between participants; those found within the songs, their 
stories, and how participants interact with these components; and those perceived within 
oneself and their society. 
 There is a multiplicity about these relations that splay out through several functions and 
themes. Functions such as pacification, entertainment, and expression, and themes ranging 
from customs, liminality, and context extend out from this conception of relationship. They are 
themes and functions that recur throughout this research and are highlighted specifically, as 
well as in connection with other themes, functions, and relations, creating a nexus of relations 
and relationships. This conception of relations thus produces the second of two fulcrums for 
this study, aiding in the understanding of the continuous importance of Irish traditional lullaby 
song and practice. 
 
1.4 Further Defining the Field: Theory and Methodology 
Just as it was necessary to introduce myself (the researcher) and the field (the research), we 
can briefly revisit this frame of defining the field in order to detail the theoretical and 
methodological frameworks out of which this research stems. The material for this research 
was approached organically, as a curious listener and singer with memories and questions. 
Subsequently, various theories and previous scholarship that resonated with this research 
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engagement were explored. Within this section, several theoretical and methodological 
frameworks are considered in connection to this study’s critical thought processes. 
 
1.4.1 Locating Theory  
Timothy Rice has advocated for more explicit theoretical groundings in ethnomusicological 
scholarship and indeed, in many fields of social science that involve ethnographic and 
behavioural interpretation (Rice 2010a, 2010b). According to Rice, much of the scholarship 
within ethnomusicology approaches theoretical framework in a scant and disorganised manner 
or avoids the conversation entirely. The theories accepted in ethnomusicology that beckoned 
Rice’s call for action were, and continue to be, borrowed from non-musical social sciences, 
rather than making a strong case for ethnomusicology’s unique marriage of musical and 
sociological theoretical frameworks. Rice, along with a mounting number of other scholars 
within recent years (Turino 2014; Stone 2008; Slobin 1996; Buchanan 2007), urge for the clear 
articulation of one’s conceptual processes in disseminated writings on musical communities, 
practices, and ideologies. Such articulated philosophy can strengthen the ethnomusicologist’s 
argument, providing a sturdier foundation on which their final product can stand.  
Lullaby singing can be considered phenomenological35 at the outset. At its base, the 
action and experience of singing to induce calm and sleep is an observably ubiquitous and 
ancient practice of human nature (Mithen 2006; Welch 2005; Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; Opie 
and Opie 1997). Contemplation over the lullaby’s endurance and the implications of various 
lulling contexts seems to appeal to the openness and elasticity found in universalist thinking 
(Laverty 2003; Holcombe 2016; Titon 2009; Turino 2014). Therefore, it seems that threads 
from universalism and universal phenomenology could help to establish the innate nature of 
lullaby singing in parenting and musicking within the Irish context. This mode of thought also 
helps to extend this research into future cross-cultural research on the importance of the lullaby. 
A foundational thought that was recurrent throughout ethnographic fieldwork was the 
ineffable, deeply ingrained and timeless potency surrounding lullabies: they can very quickly 
silence a room and simultaneously stir intense emotion. Their powerful affective nature was 
frontally positioned throughout this research. Consideration was given to their liminal potential 
 
35Phenomenology: The science and study of phenomena and direct experience (OED 2019). Phenomenology is 
increasingly seeing interplay with hermeneutics – theory of interpretation – (Ricoeur 1975) and more specifically 
within this research, musicology, as musicking is a phenomenon, being a specialised activity of communication, 
expression, affect, and identity (Titon 2009; Blacking 2000; Merriam 1964).  
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to transform emotion, perception, and state of consciousness. Therefore, a theoretical lens 
through which to view this work could be affect theory. Ana Hofman describes this as: 
a state of relation as well as the passage of vital forces or intensities beyond emotions (Gregg 
and Seigworth 2010:1). Affect is seen as a potential, a bodily capacity to affect and be affected. 
It is embodied in the automatic reaction manifested in the skin, on the surface of the body and 
in the heartbeat, but it is still something that goes beyond the body, a passage from one 
experiential state of the body to another (see Massumi’s definition in Deleuze and Guattari 
1987:xvi). 
(Hofman 2015:36) 
This thought process leads us to liminal experiences of emotional connection and 
transformation of the stories transmitted through a musical medium. This accesses realms of 
ritual theory (Grimes 2014; Turner 2009) and lends itself to concepts of structuralism, 
deconstruction, post-structuralism and narrative theory (Northrop Frye, 1957; Derrida 1991; 
Caputo 1997; Deleuze 2002; Harrison 2006; Holland 1992; Lévi-Strauss 1955; Holcombe 
2016; Raulet 1983). Within lullabies, these theoretical frameworks can work toward 
contemplating the structures of the song stories and the relationships surrounding lullaby 
singing in order to further understand evocative experiences cause by lullabies. Indeed, 
Hofman asserts that the catalyst of the affective turn resides in poststructuralism. In her article, 
she seeks to understand the pre-, para-, and extra-linguistic components to music that have the 
potential to create powerful emotional responses (Hofman 2015). 
Playing further into aspects of structuralism, while Peirce and Saussure gave this theory 
a strong foundation through their work on semiotics, their paradigms were self-contained 
within linguistics, and excluding of contextualising cultural influences and meaning (Peirce 
1994; Harris 1987; de Saussure et al. 2008; Holcombe 2016). This relates to Mary 
McLaughlin’s consideration of David Buchan’s thoughts on the oral tradition as part of the 
fabric of society (McLaughlin 2018:140; Buchan 1972:52). The structuralism of Lévi-Strauss 
is attractive in this regard, as he focuses on the creation of relationships and meaning through 
the contextualising sociological lens. For Lévi-Strauss, societies determined reasoning. 
Therefore, it was the society, wholly, that must be observed, rather than its isolated linguistic 
structures (Wiseman 1998; Lévi-Strauss 1993; Holcombe 2016). Such concepts feed into the 
relationships of lullaby singing that surfaced within this study. Turino’s move toward the 
musical lexicon, with his adaptation of Peircean semiotics (Turino 1999, 2008, 2014) is closer 
still to the approaches for this study. This is because there are combinations of linguistic, non-
linguistic, societal and musical structures at play that produce meaning within lullabies. 
Enriching to the structures surrounding Irish traditional lullabies are their story 
contents, and what these stories represent. Traditional lullabies contain worlds of allegory 
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reflective of internal narratives, sociological norms and ideological beliefs. Components of 
metaphor, narrative, and story theory are used to examine these facets. Structuralism and 
semiotics play into these modes of thinking through the representation of material and its 
reasoning for existence. Metaphorical structure, such as what is found in lullaby lyrics, “ – like 
linguistic theory and theories of speech acts – is rooted in the beliefs, practices and intentions 
of language users” (Holcombe 2016:224). This brings out a perspective on the importance of 
these songs in historical and current circumstances as outlets for the projection of social trends 
and beliefs, as well as emotional and social expression and processing. Authors such as Mark 
Turner, George Lakoff, Mark Johnson, Barre Toelken, Lillis Ó Laoire, Ann Constantine and 
Gerald Porter have been especially helpful in understanding the manifestation, rationalisation, 
and implementation of literary structures as mirrors of life (Lakoff and Turner 1989; Lakoff 
and Johnson 2003; Toelken 1995; Turner 1996; Ó Laoire 2000b; Constantine and Porter 2003). 
Within theories of story, narrative, and metaphor, we question aspects of language as 
representative of our literary mind and cognition (Turner 1996). We consider sounds – words, 
phrases, sentences, stories, songs – to amount to a description of surroundings, thoughts, and 
emotions. Returning to Turner’s conception of the literary mind, we recount an occurrence 
through story, describe something specific through projection, and through this, bring lessons 
and anecdote to the table with parable (Turner 1996). All of these, down to linguistic utterance, 
are metaphorical representations of thought and feeling (Lakoff and Johnson 2003; Lakoff and 
Turner 1989; Toelken 1995; Holcombe 2016). Through reaching (a metaphor in itself) into the 
stories and folkloric content of lullabies through such paradigms, exciting themes emerge that 
are reflective of historic and current parenting and caring. They represent lifestyle and 
priorities, individual, familial, and community identity, societal and moral discourse, as well 
as the emotional landscapes and narratives. 
Through such windows into lullabies, cognitive and social theory have a part to play. It 
is through their underlying meanings, messages, and musical embodiment that one can work 
to process these various inner thoughts and emotions, as well as their relationships with other 
participants. The ethnomusicological theory, proposed by Timothy Rice (Rice 2010a, 2010b), 
is now even more applicable as, at their base, lullabies are musical entities and should be given 
due consideration through not only a literary approach, but also a musicological one. 36 
 
36While this particular study gives more weight to the song stories, this approach remains valid and serves as a 
sound entrance into future inquiries that lean more toward their musicological traits. Mediating a balance between 
literary and musicological investigations proves to be one of the challenges of song studies, as singing is a practice 
that occupies both realms. 
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Furthermore, lullabies are created and maintained through ethnological systems of 
relationships and transmission (Watt 2012; Opie and Opie 1997; Daiken 1959). Throughout 
this research, relationships found in the stories and practice of lullabies have been consistent 
indicators of importance, value, and need. 
An approach that has helped to support and inform the ethnomusicological functioning 
of these songs  has been to overlay Alan Merriam’s ten musical functions (Merriam 1964) over 
the major themes that have been drawn from textual analyses and ethnographic investigations. 
Merriam was a seminal mid-twentieth century ethnomusicologist who witnessed the field 
transform from niche circles of comparative musicology and musical anthropology into the 
more widely-known field of ethnomusicology. In current times of socio-environmental 
accountability, ethnomusicology is still a term that is debated and changing. However, 
Merriam’s thoughts on ethnomusicology as a field that addresses the sociology of musical 
practice and the musicality of social structures (Merriam 1964, 1975; Blacking 2000), are firm-
standing. Merriam’s ten functions of musical practices are listed below:  
 
1. Emotional expression 
2. Aesthetic enjoyment 
3. Entertainment 
4. Communication 
5. Symbolic representation 
6. Physical response 
7. Enforcement of conformity to social norms 
8. Validation of social institutions and religious rituals 
9. Contribution to the continuity and stability of culture 
10. Contribution to the integration of society 
(Merriam 1964:219-27) 
 
These functions emerged through Merriam’s seminal work in early ethnomusicology, The 
Anthropology of Music (Merriam 1964). In The Anthropology of Music, Merriam questioned 
previous approaches in ethnomusicology and comparative musicology that very often took a 
position of external observation and judgment. In the face of these models, Merriam positions 
musical practice as stemming from and relevant to social behaviour, rather than an abstract, 
universal or aesthetic art. In doing so, he bridges musicological and sociological philosophies 
to consider the person, people, and cultures that create musical activity, practices, and pieces.  
This book challenges previous frameworks, outlines proposed models of fieldwork 
techniques and thinking about ethnomusicological practices as not only deskwork but also 
fieldwork. His focus on these ten functions of musical practice are discussed in Chapter 6 of 
his book (Uses and Functions). Here, he first considers the connections and distinctions 
between concepts of ‘use’ and ‘function’, and then separately considers the significance of 
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each of these ten functions to these concepts. He notes that “In observing uses of music, the 
student attempts to increase his factual knowledge directly; in assessing functions he attempts 
to increase his factual knowledge indirectly through the deeper comprehension of the 
significance of the phenomenon he studies” (Merriam 1964:209-10). Bringing these concepts 
in line with his thesis of music as social behaviour, Merriam states that “The uses and functions 
of music represent one of the most important problems in ethnomusicology, for in the study of 
human behaviour we search constantly, […] not only for the descriptive facts about music, but, 
more important, for the meaning of music” (Merriam 1964:209). 
Not only has Merriam’s framework enriched this thesis, but in cross referencing 
between this framework and the four themes derived from analysis, it is contemplated how this 
study could further enrich Merriam’s framework. These reflections will be elaborated in 
Chapter 4 of this dissertation. In asking the question ‘What is the relationship between…?’, 
there is interpretation occurring, which moves the question to ‘What makes these 
relationships meaningful?’. Such a question ushers in interpretation theory and hermeneutic 
phenomenology, such as what was cultivated by Gadamer and Ricoeur (Ó Laoire 2005; Mootz 
and Taylor 2011; Ricoeur 1975; Palmer 1969; Costello 2015; Holcombe 2016).37  With a 
hermeneutic approach, an aspect of the world as a whole can be considered – lullaby singing –
then broken down into isolated parts – Irish traditional lullabies, lyrical imagery, folklore, 
societal factors, or emotions – to then be interpreted to manifest various relationships that cause 
meaning. Through such a process, we can derive an understanding of the importance of these 
parts as they contribute to the broader concept of lullaby singing. 
In hermeneutically considering the importance of lullabies within Ireland through their 
stories and surrounding relationships, it is necessary to draw not only from one’s knowledge 
but also one’s experiences with the material. This is not only an epistemological endeavour but 
also an ontological one, one which is influenced as we move through stages of childhood, 
adulthood, parenthood, and more. Such an approach will ultimately yield a deeper 
understanding of the repertoire and its value in Ireland today (Barz and Cooley 1996; Ricoeur 
1975 Mootz and Taylor 2011; Turino 2014). It seems that the reflexive voice is one that can be 
of use within this study in questioning the self-awareness involved when using interpretive 
approaches for data collection and engaging with lullaby repertoire and memory. 
 
37Advocates of these theoretical approaches include ethnomusicologists such as Tim Rice (Barz and Cooley 1996; 
2010a, 2010b), Jeff Titon (Barz and Cooley 1996; 2009), Bruno Nettl (Barz and Cooley 1996; 2015), and Anthony 
Seeger (Barz and Cooley 1996; 1980).  
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While several theories have been influential throughout this research, two paradigms 
emerge as prominent. These are semiology (the implementation of semiotics into lullaby lyrics 
and musical environments in order to determine layers of meaning) and hermeneutic 
phenomenology (the reflexive interpretation of isolated parts, in order to gain perspective and 
understanding on a phenomenon as a whole). In analysing the semiotic structuring of the story 
content that makes up Irish traditional lullabies, the interpretational intentions of hermeneutic 
phenomenology are carried out. This stresses the greater importance of lullaby singing within 
Irish culture and society through analysis of song experiences and characteristics. 
 
1.4.2 Locating Methods and Methodology 
This research used a mixed methods approach that weighed heavily toward qualitative, rather 
than quantitative research. It is influenced by the work of several different researchers 
including Lillis Ó Laoire, specifically his ethnography On a Rock in the Middle of the Ocean: 
Songs and Singers in Tory Island (Ó Laoire 2005), various contributors to Barz and 
Cooley’s Shadows in the Field (Barz and Cooley 1996), and Henry Glassie’s Passing the Time 
in Ballymenone: Culture and History of an Ulster Community (Glassie 1983). The 
methodological approach of several recent doctoral dissertations in song studies were also 
helpful in clearly articulating a set of mixed methods through which one is better able to 
observe and interpret research data.38 
In approaching this research, ethnographic and bibliographic sources were sought out 
in order to investigate the literary and oral traditions of both historic and current Irish traditional 
lullaby practices. These were also used to gain knowledge of past and present societal and 
cultural norms and customs. Bibliographic sources were found in libraries, databases, and 
archives, while ethnographic sources were approached through semi-structured interviews. 
Both modes of knowledge acquisition served to provide foundational background knowledge 
and perspectives on these subjects, as well as a mode of collecting and compiling Irish 
traditional lullaby repertoire. The methodology for this research is varied and can be divided 
between bibliographic and archival investigation, musical analysis, and ethnographic inquiry. 
After data was collected, several methods were undertaken for analysing and interpretation, 
such as the use of working metaphors, mind mapping, and coding. 
 
 
38Some of these include McLaughlin 2018; Dike 2017; Pettit 2014; Watt 2012; Costello 2015. 
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1.4.2.1 Bibliographic and Archival Investigation 
The bibliographic and archival exploration for this research has strengthened my knowledge 
base of subjects that are directly and adjacently relevant to this research. This includes: 
traditional music and song, intangible cultural heritage, nineteenth-century Ireland, story, 
emotional expression, music during pregnancy and infancy, the Otherworld, folklore, 
mythology, behavioural studies, music and language education, and music therapy. Gaining 
foundational knowledge in this wide range of subjects was supportive for this research, as each 
subject was relevant in developing thought and understanding toward lullabies. It has also 
served in discovering, acknowledging, and compiling previously recorded Irish traditional 
lullabies into one location. Specific subjects, such as animal lore and Freemasonry, were also 
explored when needed. A wide array of archived sources were also explored for evidence of 
Irish traditional lullabies. 
 Within the nineteenth century, and prior, there is very little lullaby music evidenced in 
song and music collections. Between the nineteenth and twentieth century, there is some cross 
over between archived musical sources, and literary sources, as lullabies were sometimes 
included in stories (Crofton-Croker 2008; Gregory 2015) or collections of poetry (O’Daly 
1876). This feeds into what was previously mentioned regarding harping and the Bardic 
tradition in Ireland (Watt 2012; Joyce and Lawlor 2018). Lullabies were also sought out in 
archived audio/visual recordings from the twentieth and twenty-first century. Much of the 
bibliographic scholarship used in this research has been from books and articles sourced 
through the University of Limerick’s Glucksman Library, and the JSTOR database. Both 
written and recorded lullaby appearances have been sourced in archives ranging from the Irish 
Traditional Music Archive (ITMA) and the Joe Heaney Archive, to more recent, unofficial 
archives such as YouTube, Spotify, and iTunes. University College Dublin’s National Folklore 
Collection  –  specifically their Dúchas School’s project  –  Archive.org, and CODECS have 
also provided relevant material. 
 
1.4.2.2 Musical Analysis 
As this research focuses on the literary content and stories of Irish traditional lullabies and the 
relationships derived from their practice, musical analysis was not at the forefront of this 
study’s methodology. However, lullabies are, in their essence, musical creations, which further 
emphasises their affective potential as narrative and emotional facilitators. Therefore, musical 
analysis did make a contribution to the research. It took a supporting, rather than leading role 
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in the methodology of this study. Musical analysis was used to highlight the functional 
components of these lullabies, and to support the sociological angle of this research. 
The soothing nature of various musical characteristics is taken into consideration, such 
as the lullaby’s ability to musically mimic vocalisations, and familiar pre-natal soundscapes 
that can aid in creating a sense of calm, expressing narratives and emotions, as well as help in 
portraying aspects of surroundings and belief. These considerations contribute to and 
contextualising the connective soundscape of an Irish traditional lullaby (Ní Riain 2016; Nic 
Amhlaoibh 2018; Casey 2017; Haslbeck 2013; Watt 2012). This taps into the connection 
between music and physical as well as cultural landscapes (Pistrick and Isnart 2013; Grimley 
2016). Components of the lullaby’s musicality were also considered in terms of how they are 
valuable in cognitive, psychological, socio-emotional, physiological and musical development. 
While it has been second to ethnographic and bibliographic inquiry, musical analysis would be 
a valuable outlet for further research. It  has supplemented the methods used here and has 
helped to support assertions made within the study. 
 
1.4.2.3 Ethnographic Inquiry 
Ethnographic research can be seen as being inherently intertwined with the interaction with 
and interpretation of human experiences. We can relate back to Merriam’s aim to strike a 
balance between deskwork and fieldwork by looking at music through an anthropological and 
experiential lens. Ethnographic research not only involves interaction and interpretation, but 
also a level of human empathy and understanding in order to derive meaningfulness and 
connection (Merriam 1964; McLaughlin 2018; Dike 2017; Barz and Cooley 2008; Ó Laoire 
2005; Glassie 1982). Nor does it necessarily move in linear motion from data collection, to 
analysis, to representation. 
Quoted in Mary McLaughlin’s doctoral dissertation, David Fetterman discusses this 
aspect of messiness within ethnography, saying “[...] ethnographic work is not always orderly. 
It involves serendipity, creativity, being in the right place at the right or wrong time, a lot of 
hard work and good old-fashioned luck [...]Whereas in most research analysis follows data 
collection, in ethnographic research, analysis precedes and is concurrent with data collection” 
(Fetterman 2010:2, quoted in McLaughlin 2018:10). It can involve a level of immersion and 
giving up control, as well as a sensitivity to, and respect for the attributes of a cultural practice 
outside of one’s own experience. Furthermore, ethnographic research, while organic and 
human-based, should be treated with a level of caution. Objectivity can become an abstract 
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concept when one is representing previous scholarship, informant perspectives, one’s own 
experiences and reflections through interpretation, as well as negotiating emic and etic aspects 
of one’s identity and placement within the research.  
Barz and Cooley, in their introduction to Shadows in the Field, acknowledge that while 
we, the ethnographers, are chasing shadows through our fieldwork, we must also recognise our 
own footprints in the field. They say that “Ethnographic fieldwork requires meaningful face-
to-face interaction with other individuals, and therein lie both the promise and challenge of our 
endeavours. […] Fieldwork is the observational and experiential portion of the ethnographic 
process during which the ethnomusicologist engages living individuals as a means toward 
learning about a given music-cultural practice” (Barz and Cooley 2008:4). This crucial, 
reflexive aspect of ethnography is notably emphasised in the Irish context, by the works of 
Philip Glassie and Lillis Ó Laoire. These scholars explore the human connection and meaning 
of traditional song and social singing through in-depth ethnographic fieldwork in Ballymenone 
(Glassie 1982), and on Tory Island (Ó Laoire 2005).  
Ethnographic inquiry has been a rich and informative mode of investigation forming 
the bulk of the methodology for this research. The act of comforting or being comforted can 
be seen as a very natural and intuitive part of the human experience, and lulling is a 
phenomenon to which almost everyone can relate. Gaining an understanding of current 
perspectives on this practice through interview and conversation was, therefore, essential in 
verifying traditional lullabies in a living tradition. This helped to emphasise themes in discourse 
and popular narrative, as well as supporting or confronting theories that were emerging more 
broadly throughout the research. There were a range of invaluable insights within interviews 
surrounding the necessity for lullabies and their applicability to non-musical aspects of life. 
Some found lullabies to be fundamental and critical in healthy, nurtured living, while others 
felt lullabies to be, while pleasing, inconsequential. These conversations introduced this 
research to the admiration and potential felt for traditional lullabies within contemporary 
society. They also maintained a balanced level of critical thought in addressing lullabies within 
a broader scope of song practice, bonding activities between families, integration into societies, 
and forms of coping and self-expression.  
Informants were first approached at a local level by networking within the Irish World 
Academy of Music and Dance, the University of Limerick, and then more generally in the 
Limerick area. As networking progressed further into acquaintance with knowledgeable figures 
and tradition bearers, connections were made across Ireland and internationally, based on the 
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levels of insight, expertise, and interest that potential informants presented. While this study is 
an initial look into Irish traditional lullabies at a deeper level,39 the information provided by 
the informants for this study has created a strong knowledge base surrounding traditional 
lullabies and lulling on the national level, with a more specific conception of Munster and 
Connacht lulling perceptions.  
This is because, first, in networking from a local, to national and international level, 
many informants for this research identified with the regions of Munster and Connacht.40 
Second, in tracing the locality and regionality of these songs, many traditional lullabies could 
be evidenced within Munster and Connacht. Interestingly, this parallels with Patrick Weston 
Joyce’s nineteenth-century collection efforts. While Joyce was based in Dublin, a large amount 
of his fieldwork and data collected was in Northern Munster – his childhood stomping grounds 
– and Connacht. Joyce’s publications were informative for the historical contextualisation of 
traditional lullabies in this study. 
 As the Ethics Committee of the Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences Faculty of the 
University of Limerick has approved this research study, consent forms were filled out and 
collected from all informants. These detailed the research aims and objectives of the study and 
provided options for anonymity and confidentiality. All interviews were recorded with a 
mobile iPhone and then transferred to a password-protected, secure computer, as this complies 
with the University of Limerick’s ethical storage regulations. The password-protected 
software, Otter, was then used to transcribe the interviews into written text. Only my supervisor 
and I had access to these recordings, which were used solely for this dissertation, as well as 
other academic outputs submitted throughout this study such as conference papers or journal 
articles. Material from these interviews has the potential to be used for academic publications 
in the future. 
 Interviews for this research were conducted in a semi-structured and conversational 
format, as it was important to me that informants felt at-ease in the interview setting. Similarly, 
the space for recording was left to where informants felt most comfortable. Often, options for 
various spaces with minimal extraneous sounds were suggested, and informants would decide 
from these choices where they would prefer to conduct the interview. For some interviews, it 
was not possible to meet in-person, which necessitated an audio-recorded phone or video call. 
 
39Deeper, in the sense of being a larger piece of scholarship that puts detailed and specified focus on Irish 
traditional lullabies. 
40That being said, there are also perspectives from Ulster and Leinster represented in this research, forming a more 
well-rounded, national ethnographic perspective. 
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If such a call was not possible, informants agreed to receive a series of questions via email, to 
which they wrote responses. As with bibliographic research, interviews also served as an 
opportunity to collect examples of lullabies being sung by informants. These instances often 
came up organically amidst conversation, as informants would refer to their repertoire in order 
to discuss certain points. This was valuable for the purposes of repertoire acquisition. 
At the time of preparing for fieldwork, it was helpful to consider the various aspects of 
an informant’s identity. This involved considering and approaching certain groups of people 
such as singers or caregivers. In deepening fieldwork initiatives, informants within contexts of 
betterment were called upon. This included those in community music (holding workshops for 
the purpose of engagement and expression), music education (presenting music for learning 
purposes), and music therapy (using music interventions to better one’s mental and/or physical 
state). Finally, in unique circumstances it was sometimes necessary to include perspectives on 
folklore and linguistics; therefore, informants from these fields were sought out when needed. 
Traditional singers and caregivers with prior experiences of traditional lullabies were 
mainly approached. Such practical and performative contexts engaged strongly with the 
focuses of this study. Caregivers brought their insights to this research through personal 
experiences and memories of lulling in practical contexts, while singers brought in the element 
of experiencing these songs in performative settings and engaging with this repertoire through 
artistic interpretation. There is a strong binary that can be critically drawn between the practical 
context of the caregiver and the performative context of the singer; however, it should be noted 
that there is much crossover between these contexts as well (Daiken 1959; Watt 2012; Ó 
Lionáird 2018). In interviews with singers and caregivers, points of discussion that both 
isolated as well as combined these contexts through function and intent were yielded. 
While the process of networking was enriched by this categorisation of various aspects 
of identity, a good number of these interviews were multifaceted and accessed several of these 
categories at once. For example, many of the singers interviewed were also parents and 
grandparents, and some of these individuals were also educators. Some identities were 
multifaceted, and unique to the research. For example, Muireann Nic Amhlaoibh – a singer, 
parent, and educator – is most recently an advocate for the Fair Plé movement, and thus brought 
insights into the conversation on subjects of socio-political and gender dynamics.41 Síle de 
 
41The Fair Plé movement was an association established in 2018 that centred around activism for gender equality 
in traditional music. Plé is a play on words between the Irish-English colloquial phrase, ‘fair play’ (somewhat 
meaning ‘good job’) and the Irish word for ‘discussion’, therefore presenting gender equality in traditional music 
as an open discussion of fairness and inclusivity. 
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Cléir is a parent and educator, but also a folklorist. Nóirín Ní Riain is a singer, parent, and 
educator as well, but also brought her expertise in theology through her previous studies and 
indoctrination into the One Spirit Interfaith Seminary.  
Language was also an aspect of informant identity, and those with an understanding of 
Irish had invaluable insights into the lexical makeup and background of some of these songs. 
It came about that I had more exposure to the Munster and Connacht dialects of Irish, as many 
of the informants that I spoke with were from northern areas of the Munster province of Ireland. 
Additionally,  I was learning Irish in Limerick from speakers of the Munster and Connacht 
dialects of Irish. Drawing from the expertise of Irish speakers from Ulster, therefore, became 
that much more important when dealing with lullabies that could be notably connected with 
Ulster Irish, such as ‘Suantraí Hiúdaí’ (Ní Fhiaich 2003). Whether speaking about Irish- or 
English-language lullabies, many interviewees, regardless of how they now identify, had 
childhood memories of bedtime routines and being sung lullabies. While it was enriching to 
organise the fieldwork in this manner, the multifaceted nature of one’s identity yielded many 
more crossovers than categorisations and was more or less set aside within the interview 
setting, as well as in the analysis and coding stages of processing fieldwork.  
Not only within aspects of one’s identity, but also within contexts, there is also a shared 
functionality which calls into question these lines of categorisation. There is a practical 
function within performative contexts of lullaby singing, as well as a performative element 
within practical settings. This extends into other contexts of lullaby singing, such as those noted 
above. While settings of lullaby singing outside of the practical and the performative were not 
investigated at the same level, it was helpful to speak with specialists from these areas. In doing 
so I gained a perspective on the benefits of lullaby singing to education, health, and wellbeing, 
as well as grounding of some of their content within Irish language and folklore.  
Lulling as an ingrained facet of culture and bedtime routines is usually an individually 
curated practice.42 Considering my position as an etemic researcher, it was important to make 
as few assumptions as possible while acquiring ethnographic material. For this reason, a larger 
number of interviews were conducted compared to many qualitative studies, with twenty-five 
interviews conducted throughout my master’s43 and doctoral work. A brief biography of each 
 
42This is certainly not always the case, especially with more current sleep technologies such as sleep-centric CDs 
and smartphone applications, or nursery furniture with musical features 
43My master’s thesis in Ethnomusicology from the University of Limerick, dealing with the parallels in affect and 
function between Irish traditional lullabies and laments (Thompson 2016), was a starting point for this research. 
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informant is given in Appendix 2. However, below is a table of the various aspects of my 
informants’ identities that I was aware of, for which they were approached in this research:44 
Name Singer/ 
Musician 




Linguist Folklorist Composer Age Province 
Nóirín Ní 
Riain 
✓ ✓ ✓     ✓ 60-70 Munster 
Jessica 
O’Donoghue  
✓  ✓  ✓ ✓   30-40 Leinster 
Iarla Ó 
Lionáird 
✓ ✓ ✓     ✓ 50-60 Munster 
Eilís Ní 
Shúilleabháin 
✓ ✓ ✓      70-80 Munster 
Tim Dennehy ✓ ✓ ✓     ✓ 60-70 Munster 
Pauline Burke ✓ ✓ ✓      50-60 Munster 
Kathleen 
Turner 
✓  ✓ ✓    ✓ 30-40 Ulster 
Áine Ní 
Shúilleabháin 
 ✓ ✓   ✓   60-70 Leinster 
Mairéad 
O’Donnell 
✓  ✓ ✓    ✓ 40-50 Munster 
Mickey 
Dunne 
✓ ✓ ✓      60-70 Munster 
Aideen 
Dunne 
 ✓       60-70 Munster 
Muireann Nic 
Amhlaoibh 
✓ ✓ ✓      40-50 Munster 
Billy Mag 
Fhloinn 
✓ ✓ ✓    ✓  40-50 Munster 
Pádraigín Ní 
Uallacháin 
✓ ✓ ✓     ✓ 60-70 Ulster 
Karan Casey ✓ ✓ ✓     ✓ 50-60 Munster 
Saileog Ní 
Cheannabháin 
✓  ✓     ✓ 30-40 Connacht 
Róisín Ní 
Ghallóglaigh 
✓  ✓     ✓ 40-50 Leinster 
Nóirin Lynch ✓       ✓ 40-50 Munster 
Mary 
McLaughlin 
✓  ✓     ✓ 60-70 Ulster 
Ber 
McElligott 
 ✓       50-60 Munster 
Janet Howley  ✓       50-60 Munster 
Ceara 
Conway 
✓   ✓    ✓ 40-50 Connacht 
Michael 
McGlynn 
✓ ✓      ✓ 50-60 Leinster 
Elaine 
Cormican 
✓ ✓ ✓      40-50 Connacht 
Síle de Cléir  ✓ ✓    ✓  60-70 Munster 
Gearóidín 
Bhreathnach 
✓ ✓ ✓    ✓  60-70 Ulster 
Figure 4 Categorisation of informants 
 
44This is a simplified version of people’s roles and identities, so as to orient the reader, and not to say that 
informants did not identify with other aspects of identity from how I had categorised them. Some informants do 
sing, but they might not identify themselves as a singer. Similarly, an informant conducts singing workshops, but 
they might not consider themselves a community musician. Perhaps a singer considers themselves a folklorist, 
but I did not present that here, as this was not my reasoning for approaching them. It is not my intention to exclude 
informants from any one identity by depicting this table, but instead to present my perception of their identity at 
the time of our interviews.  
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Ethnographic inquiry was crucial in dealing with a song set that has strong historical and 
traditional roots, but minimal representation, as well as intimate and individual interpretations 
and emotional connections. The perspectives of current lived experiences and memories 
clarified traditional lullabies as not only traditional artefacts and heirlooms but also continued 
practices of bedtime rituals within today’s society. This, in turn, served to support and enlighten 
the continued importance of Irish traditional lullabies emerging through the relationships 
within their stories. 
Ethnography was approached on several fronts as gaps began to emerge within 
interviews, serving to inform, reinforce, and strengthen primary ethnographic investigations. 
A method used for this was minimal impact netnography: a more recent form of ethnographic 
fieldwork that enables the researcher to gain access to perspectives through digital outlets of 
social media, online surveys, forums, and comment sections. It engages with mixed methods 
of interviews, social media interaction, quantitative data collection and participant observation. 
This is particularly helpful in rapidly accessing particular perspectives and data sets, and 
opening doors for access to further networking opportunities and bibliographic material. This 
form of ethnography began out of a need found in market and consumer research to access 
perspectives on online platforms. It has quickly found footing in a wide range of other 
disciplines, including musicology (Ward 2016; Kozinets 2015; Bartl, Kannan and Stockinger 
2016; Langer 2005; Paccagnella 1997). 
This form of inquiry is telling, as within various outlets of social media and digital 
outreach individuals create and share content and perspectives, support or negate thoughts and 
opinions, and create discourse and social movement around any subject of necessity or interest. 
There is a level of critical judgment to maintain when undertaking this method of inquiry, as 
some aspects can be more anecdotal than empirical. The ethical validity – in the sense of 
misinformation or fabrication of information – of some of these aspects can be ambiguous, and 
therefore should be thoroughly followed up with further research. 
Noting that ethnographic investigations were qualitative and focusing more on a local 
perspective, measures were taken to gain a more general, nationwide perspective through 
netnography. Upon realising an issue of unintentional feminine gender imbalance in 
interviewees, efforts were taken to seek out male perspectives on Irish traditional lullabies. 
Similarly, with many perspectives coming from singers and singing caregivers, the experiences 
and opinions of non-singing caregivers were more actively pursued through anonymous public 
surveys via SurveyMonkey that were shared through email and social media. Smaller appeals 
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for anonymous perspectives were also intermediately published through the same social media 
outlets (Thompson 2017; Thompson 2018).  
Finally, another fruitful outlet was to peruse comment sections for recorded lullaby 
material and other relevant posts, such as videos, posts or photo collections, on YouTube, 
Facebook, and Twitter. For example, a collection of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century 
photos of Irish rural living posted by Michael Fortune on Facebook visually demonstrated 
historical living conditions around rural domestic life, such as one-room thatched cottages 
(Fortune 2018). Another example is ‘Suantraí Sí (Fairy Lullaby)- Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin’, 
published on YouTube (jdawggaelach 2011). Not only does the person who uploaded the video 
give helpful information about the song and its creation in the description of the video, but the 
comments and conversations that follow the video also give a sense of the more general 
reception of this song, and broader lullaby practices. Such supplementary ethnographic inquiry 
helped form a conceptualisation of lullaby practices and perceptions on a broader scope. 
In the many interviews conducted for this research, as well as through informal 
conversations and netnographic pursuits, several interconnected themes recurred. Some of 
these were introduced as discussion points and questions posed to informants while others 
emerged naturally, and sometimes unexpectedly, through the conversational style of these 
semi-directed interviews. What themes emerged from these interviews supported and informed 
the exploration of the lullabies themselves, as well as helped in the stages of reflection and 
interpretation of these analyses. The predominating impression drawn from the ethnographic 
fieldwork was the continued and immense importance, power, potency, and endurance of 
traditional lullabies within the Irish song tradition and Irish society. Whether or not individuals 
were sung to or did sing – whether songs remembered were traditional or non-traditional – the 
experience of this research has been that the topic of lullaby singing has excited and interested 
most informants. They have been immediately able to articulate the salience of this genre 
through contemplating their past experiences and connecting to a deep-rooted sense of 
tradition, as well as self and national identity. Muireann Nic Amhlaoibh summarised this 
eloquently, saying that: 
The power of these songs cannot be denied; if the only way they are to survive is through 
performance, I believe the responsibility will lie with the singer to help convey how the song 
would have been used […] The most important thing for me is to cherish them and use them. 
I love sharing them with people, be they my children or a large audience in a concert hall. 




1.4.2.4 Analysis and Interpretation 
It was possible to visualise the themes emerging through ethnographic inquiry as being 
connected, and therefore significant, through grounded theory methods of coding techniques. 
This included highlighting keywords within interviews, creating groups for keywords, and then 
merging those groups into larger, thematic categories (Suddaby 2006; Costello 2015; van den 
Tol 2012; Cotter 2018). This interpretation of materials brings us full circle, returning to the 
theoretical frameworks of semiotics and hermeneutics through analysing, interpreting, and 
making sense of the information gathered. The interpretations rendered serve to support and 
confront any assertions made within this study.  
Analysis and interpretation were cyclical, rather than linear processes. This 
continuously caused reflection on initial thoughts by considering material uncovered, posing 
theories and thoughts to informants and embracing their knowledge that either strengthened or 
revised further interpretations and assertions. This cyclical interpretive processing, as well as 
adaptive components of working metaphorical imagery continued as conceptual anchors 
throughout the research. Such tools were useful in articulating and manipulating thoughts, 
concepts, intricacies, and theories within the research process in a visual manner and conveying 
these concepts to outside parties (Turner 1996; Lakoff and Turner 1989; Toelken 1995; Lakoff 
and Johnson 2003; Shields 1993).  
A famous and supportive metaphor perpetuated in Irish traditional studies to represent 
the malleable, yet enduring oral tradition was penned by Seán Ó Riada. Ó Riada visualised this 
system of cultural transmission, influence, and maintenance as a flowing river (Ó Riada 1982). 
For Ó Riada, the river is continuously winding and flowing, bringing water from where it was, 
to where it is, through to where it will be. Let us be washed over by his water metaphor for a 
minute. A river – the oral tradition – has the power to change topography and landscapes as it 
carves canyons and topples trees. However, it is usually much less intrusive than that, and is, 
rather, slow working in its influence and change. Similarly, when things are dropped into the 
river, they can make a small drop or a big splash. To take it further, they may fall to the bottom 
of the riverbed and endure or be whisked away down the channel at its surface. However, 
whether big or small, sinking or floating, everything that is dropped into the river influences 
its movement through a ripple effect. Thus, the oral tradition – in Ó Riada’s context, of Irish 
traditional music – not only influences the environment around it as it moves from past to 
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present and future but is also influenced by material being tried and incorporated into its fabric 
(Ó Riada 1982; Daiken 1959). 
Three metaphorical structures have been particularly beneficial in visualising, 
constructing, and expanding this research domain. First, a tree, as a whole and in parts; second, 
the micro-ecosystem of tidal pools; and third, the isolation of specific structures within the 
human body as a whole. In the paragraphs that follow, these metaphorical structures are briefly 
detailed. Additionally, methods for analysis and interpretation of data, such as mind mapping 
and coding, are expanded. These elements were very enriching for the development of my 
perception of these songs. However, it should be noted that these working metaphors will only 
bear relevance to this chapter, in terms of my analysis and organisation of these concepts and 
will therefore not be highlighted later in this dissertation.  
 
a- The Tree 
The metaphor of the tree was most helpful in initially thinking about tradition, change, 
endurance, and the lullaby as a cultural artefact. This metaphor projects the tree as lullaby 
singing, with roots reaching down, branches growing up, and a sturdy trunk. The roots 
represent the historical contextualisation and grounding of lullaby singing. One can picture 
versions of repertoire that twist and turn into knotted masses of tropes. These roots go 
untraceably deep, into the soil of the earth, the culture and society that holds and nourishes 
lullabies. Next, the branches of the tree indicate the lullaby’s growth over the progression of 
time. They represent the development of the perceptions of lullabies, and in what way the mode 
of transmission or the practice of lullaby singing changes with the advent of external factors. 
The branches are which songs are emphasised more over the flux of time, and the continuation 
and adaptation of traditional repertoire with new growth. Finally, the tree trunk represents the 
factors within lullaby repertoire and practice that support timelessness, importance, endurance, 
applicability, and significance. It is how the tree and the genre, in their existence and meaning, 
stand tall. It epitomises why the lullaby matters to us as a society. It is interesting to note that 
branches of evolvement and growth were long the focus of this research on the importance of 
lullabies and their practice. However, through the process of data analysis and interpretation, 
the trunk of the tree – the lasting endurance of lullabies – is where such importance was found 





b- The Tidepool 
The concept of tidepools was beneficial in considering the oral tradition, lullaby practice, and 
variation of repertoire as a living, morphing organism, rather than a static, structured object. 
Tidepools can be shallow, isolated, and can quickly get washed out or evaporate away. They 
are also small biomes that sustain organisms with a constant water supply that is recycled with 
new tides and waves. Older material, customs or beliefs may cease to be practised as societies 
change and develop, just as water will evaporate from the pools. However, they can remain 
constant and enduring, as will the ecosystem of diverse organisms living in tidepools. This is 
through the resurgence and recycling of old material – or the water that remains in the tidepool 
– as well as a constant influence, mixture, and creation of new material, or water that enters 
into the tidepool with high tide and wave activity. 
Though some repertoire may not be sung anymore, which can be equated to a 
completely evaporated or washed out tidepool, we do have evidence of their existence through 
written record and fragmentation. Dried or broken up remnants within an evaporated tidepool, 
such as shells or vegetation, can represent this facet to traditional lullabies. Just as similar or 
related organisms can be found in younger, more vivacious tidepools, fragments of songs and 
influences are evidenced in later repertoire, practices, beliefs, and language makeup. The 
tidepool has been useful in understanding the nebulous and organic flow of the oral tradition. 
 
c- The Human Being 
The overarching interests of this research are concerned with the significance of Irish 
traditional lullabies. However, the enormity of significance, as noted previously, is far too 
expansive to undertake in its entirety within this study. One can similarly look toward the 
anatomical, physiological, psychological, emotional, existential elements of the human being 
as the separate components that make up significance, as a whole. Parameters within 
significance that are examined in this study are therefore placed on the content of these songs, 
and relationships that arise from their stories and practice. This focus then informs their greater 
importance in Irish society. Metaphorically, rather than trying to convey every element of the 
human body and being, a manageable investigation must be limited to a particular aspect. For 
example, the neurological connections with the musculoskeletal makeup of the body, and how 
that system is useful in various ways. 
My broader interests are driven by everything encompassing lullaby practice as a 
globally observed phenomenon. This includes their musical and textual makeup, their 
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connections with history and folklore, their entertainment, narrative, and self-expressive 
potential, their affective potency and their power as relationship and bonding agents. These 
elements contribute to the lullaby’s significance, which – in this metaphor – is represented by 
the human being. However, in order to deliver an achievable and detailed study, thoughts 
needed to be focused in on certain facets of lullabies. The musical and textual makeup of Irish 
traditional lullabies – the musculoskeletal system – and their affective potency as facilitators 
of emotion, and relationships – the body’s neurological connections – are facets of the overall 
concept of lullabies: the entire human being. This metaphor has been serviceable in practising 
self-temperament in order to visualise an achievable goal. 
 
d- Mind Mapping 
Visualisation through metaphor has been a valuable method in interpreting and conceptualising 
various aspects of this research. Another form of visualisation used for this study was that of 
mind mapping either thought processes or aspects of data collected. This ranged from 
handwritten mind maps (Venn, petal, and block diagrams), to creating mind maps with the 
software, (Coggle), to drawing out and annotating the metaphorical concepts detailed in the 
previous section. This method was valuable not only in organising and clarifying thoughts but 
also served as a space to contemplate, imagine, extend ideas further, question the research 
more, make connections, and discover fruitful areas of the research not yet noticed. 
 
e- Coding 
Throughout this research, a mass of historical and current perspectives on Irish traditional 
lullabies was obtained. Furthermore, knowledge of broader, adjacent concepts through the 
reading of previous scholarship was accumulated. The rendering of this material – mediating 
and categorising based on underlying themes and patterns – was paramount, as it was this 
process that drew out the larger concepts on which this writing was based. This practice is a 
reflexive one that circles back to the theoretical frameworks of this study, therefore helping to 
visualise and articulate the overarching importance of these songs and practices in Irish society. 
Using coding as an analysis method arose from investigation into grounded theory, after 
exploring both Éamonn Costello and Annemieke Johanna Maria van den Tol’s doctoral 
dissertations (Costello 2015; Van den Tol 2012). These authors used different forms of 
grounded theory in order to render data relevant to their research. Grounded theory, first 
formulated by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in the 1960s, allows researchers to analyse 
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data efficiently by coding it into various groups based on recurring patterns (Costello 2015). 
By interpreting these patterns and combining smaller groups into broader concepts, one can 
draw out overarching themes and interpretations. As the theoretical framework for this study 
revolves around semiotics and hermeneutics, the interpretive essence of a form of grounded 
theory and coding was certainly appealing as a categorisation and interpretation method within 
the analysis process. 
I found it useful to take coding influence from a colleague within the Irish World 
Academy of Music and Dance (Cotter 2018). She adapted her version of coding, based on 
Hennink, Hutter and Bailey’s suggestions from their book, Qualitative Research 
Methods (Hennink, Hutter and Bailey 2011). Cotter’s version of coding from this source 
involved isolating quotes from interviewees, extracting key, meaningful words that caused that 
quote to stand out. She then connected these quotes and keywords into groups and concepts 
that she drew together to produce themes for her writing. Cotter completed this process through 
the medium of Microsoft Excel, in table format. I used an adaptation on this process that was 
conducted through Bear, a notetaking and project management software. 
 In this software, a document was created for each interviewee. In list form, quotes were 
then extracted from interview transcripts and given various tags (such as ‘#lullaby’) that 
represented different keywords and concepts present within the quote. Bear is an exceptional 
tool for this process. One can navigate a list of all existing tags and see all the occurrences of 
a particular tag within different notes, making predominating patterns and themes more visible. 
This process was used to look comparatively into data and make broader categorisations and 
connections. A similar process was undertaken when drawing information from previous 
scholarship and the lullabies themselves. I was able to then draw from these larger 
categorisations, to quickly give interpretations, and supply supporting quotations from 
previous scholarship and interviews for this study. 
 
1.4.2.5 Limitations 
Due to the intimate and private nature of the lullaby within a bedtime routine, as well as the 
central focus of this study being placed more on song texts and less on face-to-face musicking 
experience, this practical context of lullaby singing was not accessed. However, this was 
supplemented by first-hand lulling experiences of informants. Similar limitations on lullaby 
observation were posed when considering community music contexts such as education or 
music therapy. My observations of lullaby singing in practical contexts were limited to 
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instances of lulling in public transportation and other such settings. I also observed lullabies 
being incorporated into performance contexts such as song sessions, gigs, and presentations. 
This study sets the stage for further inquiry, in which the researcher could incorporate 
themselves further into the participant-observation role in more private contexts. 
Some potential informants were in quite isolated rural areas, and therefore access was 
difficult. Many informants who did participate in this study were coming from urban or semi-
urban areas of Ireland. The implication in what has been published on Irish traditional lullabies, 
and through interviewee perceptions, is that there is a strong base for these songs deep in the 
oral tradition today, and that it may be more enacted in strong Irish-speaking or more rural 
areas of Ireland. This poses interesting questions for future research on the practice of lullabies 
within oral traditions of singing in rural Ireland and raises points of interest regarding 
regionality in connection with traditional song and lullabies. Were such studies undertaken, 
this would merit ethnographic fieldwork in more rural areas of Ireland as well as urban centres. 
Lullabies have connection, and shared space, with laments, dandling songs,45 children’s 
songs, love songs, and even political songs (Thompson 2016; Porter 2001; Watt 2012; Daiken 
1959; McLaughlin 2018; Ní Riain 2018; Ó Madagáin 1985, 1989; Petrie 1855; Joyce 1873; 
Robb 2009; Emeksiz 2011). Whether it is that they share an intended audience, enchanting 
properties, musical or textual characteristics, emotional honesty, or ritualistic space of 
thresholds, they parallel and partner with these subgenres in meaningful ways. However, just 
as lullabies parallel with them, they also stand apart in several ways. While it is important to 
consider these connected genres, it is not the aim of this study to dissect these parallels at 
length. Therefore, while some songs from these adjacent genres are discussed throughout this 
dissertation, the task of emphasising their meaningful interconnectedness presently is not. 
An aspect of this research that took interesting turns is gender. This was not a primary 
focus of this study. However, it is a topic that continued to emerge throughout ethnographic 
discourse. Upon acknowledging gender as an important aspect of the research, a review of the 
informants’ profiles showed an imbalance, with most informants being women. However, there 
were several fruitful interviews with male participants that were instrumental in presenting the 
material in this dissertation. After realisation of this imbalance, I made concerted efforts to gain 
an equal perspective from both men and women. The acknowledgement of unconscious gender 
biases within this research could be taken as a limitation, but it also sparked questions of gender 
 
45Dandling songs are a more strident and rhythmic class of Irish traditional children’s song, as in songs made for 
children, that are centred around energetic engagement and play. 
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within Irish traditional lullabies. These include the gendered nature of lullaby singing, the 
social constructs of femininity and masculinity concerning the lullaby, and awareness of male 
caregivers participating in these practices. Gender is incorporated throughout the dissertation, 
but in-depth inquiry into these questions must be reserved for future research in the field. 
The final limitation is the issue of language. This has been noted earlier, with regard to 
the placement of lullabies within Irish traditional music and song, as well as locating myself as 
the researcher within the field. Like gender, this study did not have strict parameters 
surrounding the linguistic makeup of these lullabies. Both Irish- and English-language lullabies 
from within the Irish song tradition were considered. However, as the research progressed, it 
advanced into older, more Irish-language based repertoire. I am not a native speaker of the Irish 
language, and while I have participated in classes on the language, and learned songs in Irish, 
interviewing in Irish would not currently be possible for me. Extra precautions were taken 
regarding the consideration of Irish language lyrics in these songs. This was essential for 
understanding the more advanced vocabulary that some of these songs possess, and their multi-
layered and metaphorical meanings. The supports for maintaining confidence in my 
understanding of the lyrics of these songs include translations by several native and certified 
Irish speaking informants, cross-checking translations through reliable online sources such 
as Teanglann or Focal, and consulting on matters of the Irish language with faculty from the 
Irish Language department at the University of Limerick. 
 
1.5 Main Texts: A Review of Pertinent Literature 
There is not a large amount of previous scholarship that focuses specifically on lullabies, let 
alone lullabies from within the Irish song tradition. While many authors may acknowledge 
these songs and note their importance in society and tradition, very few go to the level of 
specifically focusing their inquiry and writing on lullabies. Those that have done so were 
invaluable for this research (Gosset 1915; García Lorca 1928; Budd 1930; Daiken 1959; 
Commins 1967; Lomax Hawes 1974; Ó Madagáin 1989; Warner 1998b; Watt 2012; Nic 
Lochlainn 2017; Kekkonen 2013) and constitute a continuum of thought on the genre – mostly 
within the British Isles – over the course of the twentieth century.  
While they do create an evenly placed – though perhaps seldom and inconspicuous – 
narrative of discourse on lullabies, some of these sources are quite hard to come by. This made 
it even more difficult to piece together previous literature on the subject. Some of these earlier 
sources could only be reflected upon, and contributory, through another source, being Irene 
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Watt’s thorough doctoral dissertation on the text, performance, and function of lullabies (Watt 
2012), or Monika Gurak’s detailed and quantitative master’s dissertation (Gurak 2017). There 
have also been increasing amounts of dissertations, encyclopaedia entries, and journal articles 
written over the past forty years around lullabies as a general subject or within specific cultural 
contexts. These serve as evidence for their increasing momentum and validity as salient 
subjects of scholarly inquiry (Porter 2001; Sands and Sakaquaptewa 1978; Sakata 1987; 
Mackinlay 1999, 2009; Ikegami 1986; Metzger 1984; Spitz 1979; McDowell 1977; Gurak 
2017; Milne 2019; Castro 2013; Masuyama, 1989; Pettit 2014; Nic Lochlainn 2013). This will 
serve as a review of several key texts that have instrumentally contributed to this research. 
A small piece of 64 pages, Leslie Daiken’s The Lullaby Book (Daiken 1959), is one of 
the earliest publications examined in this research that was dedicated specifically to inquiry on 
lullabies. As Irene Watt notes, “This unassuming, yet fascinating, little volume provides 
insights and glimpses into the mother-child relationship, focused around the nursery, which 
had not previously been explored or documented in this way” (Watt 2012:31). Daiken presents 
an acute and eloquent understanding for scholars’ evasion of the subject, and the genre’s 
societally and individually affective motivations: 
Folk-music, art-music? Dance-rhythm, sleep-rhythm? Sweet disharmony, harmonious 
grunting?  Modal, in semi-tones, or in quarter-tones? Are not all these attributes of a lullaby’s 
mysterious power, and who dares analyse anything so elusive? […] It is joy rainbowed with 
grief; diffused with all the ups and downs of a mother’s house-bound brooding. Intuitive 
undertones cast subtle shadows on life’s troubles […] 
(Daiken 1959:13) 
Daiken – a Dublin born writer and broadcaster – lived most of his life in London and was 
commissioned by the BBC to record moments of bonding between mother and child. From 
these recordings, he curated the 1957 radio show, Lullabies and Baby Play. His subsequent 
book was a result of the recordings and discussions yielded from this programme (Daiken 1959; 
Watt 2012). Daiken immediately acknowledges the importance of lullabies, saying: 
Lullabies are kindling-wood at the hearth of humanity. They glow with the warmth of fireside 
whenever the love of children and the sanctity of motherhood are everyday values. Music for 
a babe is made out of a common impulse, irrespective of race, creed, climate, or the size of a 
family. 
(Daiken 1959:10) 
While Daiken was a politically vocal representative of the Irish Jewish community of the early- 
to mid-twentieth century, and The Lullaby Book includes both Irish and Jewish content, this 
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publication surveys a collection of lullabies from around the world.46 After this survey, there 
are two particularly interesting sections that specify lullabies for dolls, and lullabies for the 
infant Jesus: an unusual, but very inciteful angle of inquiry. Furthermore, the first half of this 
book is a series of essays surrounding various aspects of the lullaby. In these essays, Daiken 
emphasises the linguistic importance of these songs – detailing their lexical and vocable 
constructions in different cultures – and the essence of the lullaby as a tool to outwardly engage 
with listeners and society, and as an escape to inwardly express oneself freely. He engages with 
the wide range of emotional expression and beliefs evidenced in these songs.  
He then turns to caregivers other than the mother and examines the child-nurse and the 
nurse-sister. While informants of mine noted the grandmother being an alternative caregiver to 
the mother in the Irish context (Bhreathnach 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin E. 2018; Howley 2017; 
Watt 2012), here, Daiken details this as the obligation of the mother’s sisters or eldest daughter 
in various cultures (Daiken 1959). He also directly acknowledges masculinity in caregiving by 
stating that “most infants need a father’s voice, too” (Daiken 1959:9). 
After noting various caregivers, Daiken covers ways that a child’s sleep can be achieved 
through the lullaby, splitting discussions between endearments, bribery, and threats. Fittingly, 
from taking a child into sleep, he then discusses “Sleep Personified” (Daiken 1959:28). This 
moves his discussions from the embodiment of fear and harm through various bogeymen, to 
the embodiment of the liminal journey of sleep through guiding characters of the Sandman, 
Wee Willie Winkie, or simply Sleep, who take children to the “Land of Nod” (Daiken 
1959:28); the cradle being the vehicle for this journey. Daiken then looks into folklore 
surrounding the cradle, and its importance in bedtime and lullabies.  He specifies it as a source 
of protection into which to put the child, and also something that needs protecting, itself, as 
there is abundant folklore surrounding the entrance of thieving fairies at night. Therefore, 
everything from what it is made of and how it is constructed, to casts of protective charms and 
customs are taken into account to ensure the safety of the child from these supernatural forces.  
Finally, Daiken turns to the origin of lulling. He considers the etymology behind the 
word ‘lullaby’, the roots of vocables, and the importance of onomatopoeia, baby talk, and 
monotone in coaxing children to fall asleep. Emphasising the hypnotic, soporific use of 
nonsense sounds such as these, Daiken attempts to combat a resentful annoyance and 
 
46A fabulous tour des berceuses (tour of lullabies), Daiken’s book is not without fault. There is mix-up in staff 
notation between the well-known French lullaby, ‘Fais Dodo’, and the proceeding Danish lullaby ‘The Alphabet 




diminution around them in society.47 He also highlights the power of monotony to create a 
magico-religious, ritualistic intensity that is “perhaps the oldest and most elemental” form of 
this genre (Daiken 1959:36). This feeds into the very construction of the lullaby and its efficacy 
in pacification. Throughout The Lullaby Book are inserts of beautiful illustrations that span 
time and culture, exemplifying Daiken’s various talking points. 
Daiken’s writing is academic but emotive. One of the only drawbacks that can be found 
with this early publication on this genre is its curtailed length! Potent and distilled information, 
the subjects that Daiken covers are merely grazed, and could be investigated at much further 
length. Therefore, this book serves as an excellent entrance into the genre and its many avenues 
of inquiry. Not only has Daiken’s work greatly informed this study, but it has also affirmed 
many of its hypotheses and assertions. It addresses not only the main concepts through which 
this dissertation approaches lullabies, but also relates to the major themes derived from 
analyses of lullaby lyrics. 
The Lullaby Book came to my attention through Irene Watt’s doctoral dissertation, An 
Ethnological Study of the Text, Performance and Function of Lullabies (Watt 2012). Watt 
engages with a wide survey of lullabies and approaches them from a broader scope, exhibiting 
the breadth and globally recognised application of the genre. An interest in the psychological 
and healing benefits of these songs shines through her work. She asks vast questions of the aim 
and vitality of lullabies in order to better understand their potency. Watt succeeds in capturing 
an applied facet to her research through mother and baby singing workshops, which led to 
direct and lingering impacts in her city of residence at the time, Aberdeen.  
Being from the North-East coast of Scotland and carrying out her research at the 
University of Aberdeen, Watt drew from her own childhood and parenthood experiences. She 
also drew from informants’ lullaby experiences, to broadly centre her focus around Scottish 
lullaby practice, traditional and contemporary. That being said, her study is incredibly detailed. 
It draws on a wide range of cross-cultural and culturally specific repertoire and practices, 
amassing around 500 lullabies that were categorised into groups of British Isles, American, 
European, and the Rest of the World (Watt 2012:48).  
 
47For example, he notes that “It speaks in intimacies, using special words: ‘beddy-byes’; ‘sleepy-byes’; ‘is-ums 
baby goin’ to bye-byes’ ad lib. and, as some think, ad nauseam! […] Yet purists bedevil this fragile and beautiful 
communion between mother and infant, trying to suppress baby talk, and arguing that ‘children have difficulty in 
unlearning such doggerel at a later date!’ […] If we dam up the bubbling springs of mother-chatter working up to 
a lullaby, then we must oust the very singing too. […] It is a love-song and a work-song in one” (Daiken 1959:35). 




Her dissertation accounts for a smaller percentage of these compiled specimens. 
However, it is a broad survey of many lullaby examples, serving as a whistle-stop tour to 
exemplify ten major themes that she sees embedded and apparent within this genre, being: 
1. Reflections of History, Custom, and Tradition  
2. Landscape, Nature and Celestial Bodies  
3. The Child in the Lullaby  
4. The Father in the Lullaby  
5. The Mother in the Lullaby  
6. Questionable Morality, Secrets, and Coded Messages  
7. Wishes, Dreams, Promises, Bribes, and Threats  
8. Monsters, Bogeymen, Violence, and Death  
9. Magic, Myths, and Legends  
10. Prayers, Sacred, Christmas, or Yuletide Lullabies  
(Watt 2012:213) 
 
Surrounding this survey, Watt goes into considerable detail regarding contributing factors to 
the power of the lullaby form. She details constructional elements of form, style, and function, 
and outlines the identities of lullaby participants – the listener and the singer in varying contexts 
– and what they gain from such experiences. She also examines the lullaby’s role and potential 
in facets of therapy and crisis. These outlets of inquiry explore the musicological and 
sociological elements that form and are informed by the lullaby, such as melody and metre, 
enculturation and language, and catharsis. She identifies these songs as a space to nurture a 
safe, protective space for loved ones, as well as a place of contemplation and processing where 
one can play out psychological triumphs and turmoil without judgment or repercussions. 
Through viewing lullabies as a source of healing, she highlights instances and trends of 
the lullaby acting as an agent for acknowledgment, assessment, and coping of trauma. She sees 
it as a place to escape from terrible realities; a source of acceptance and tribute for 
unimaginable grief and loss; and a musical outlet with the potential to temporarily help in 
returning memory and activity to those suffering from the loss of these abilities (Watt 2012; 
Davidson and Fedele 2011). She also see the lullaby as an essential tool of connectivity, 
calming, and rebuilding for a range of healthcare professionals, community musicians, 
caregivers, and professional musicians. Watt brings her findings together to conclude that: 
The lullaby is a universal symbol of unconditional love, an affirmation that good wishes will 
take a child to a restful and comforting space. The lullaby also works on the adult to create a 
bond between child and parent. […] It is almost like a whisper; it’s a secret you tell; it’s an 
outpouring of innermost feelings. It’s non-judgemental; it’s an opportunity to sing your hopes, 
your dreams, your fears. It’s about love; it’s about loss or regret; it’s about triumph over death. 
No other song can do this. […] they are emphatically powerful. I believe that they should be 
nurtured, preserved, and treasured, because they are in fact cultural heirlooms; we have a duty 
to pass them on to our children and also to each other because they are the most intimate songs 
of a people. Through them we glimpse the past, the present, and rehearse the future, to gain 




Through Watt’s writing, the four major themes derived from my own research are incredibly 
perceptible, resonant, and in accordance with her assertions. This forms a compelling suite of 
contemporary thought on the genre as a potent source of expression, bonding, development, 
and heritage. It addresses aspects of song, cultural heritage, healing, and parenting that are in 
dire need of attention and application.  
Her work covers a wide range of topics and accounts for the appearance of lullabies, 
leaning on the Anglo-Scottish context, to Biblical times and prior (Watt 2012:212). Similar to 
the comment noted above, with regard to the brevity of Daiken’s work and a desire for more, 
it seems that Watt’s dissertation covers a huge amount of ground. The extensive nature of her 
focus, therefore, meant that there was a lack of detail on the many interesting and informative 
points covered in her study. While such a wide angle of focus is enlightening, her many outlets 
of interrogation beg for deeper exploration. Watt’s dissertation was very helpful in bringing 
my thoughts and research clarity and cohesion as well as opening the floor to further outlets of 
inquiry. Together, the works of Watt and Daiken form a launching point for the lullaby as a 
field of study in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 
To ground this thesis within the Irish traditional context, great value was drawn from 
surveying the works of nineteenth-century song collectors, George Petrie and Patrick Weston 
Joyce (Petrie 1855; Joyce 1856; 1873). The origins, sourcing, and tracing of lullabies in Ireland 
were almost non-existent before the nineteenth century and continue to be a scanty endeavour 
up to the present day. Petrie and Joyce are to be credited for some of the more comprehensive 
Victorian song collection efforts. These include not only valuable specimens of lullaby 
repertoire and commentary surrounding the songs, but also provide a primary historical 
perspective of Ireland, traditional music, song, and lullaby encounters. These two texts and 
their authors are elaborated in Chapter 2, where sections of Breandán Ó Madagáin’s articles, 
“Functions of Irish Song in the Nineteenth Century”, and “Gaelic Lullaby: A Charm to Protect 
the Baby?” (Ó Madagáin 1985, 1989) are also examined. Ó Madagáin’s work is a late-
twentieth-century example of scholarship that gives due consideration to the deeper meanings 
and functions of Irish traditional song, including lullabies, in the historical context of Petrie 
and Joyce. Ó Madagáin’s writing also supports and connects to material and major themes 
emerging throughout this research. This includes the potential for magico-religious functions 
in lullabies; their relevance within belief systems, traditions, and the history of Ireland; the 
musical and linguistic traits that make these songs soporifically and spiritually effective; and 
their use as facilitators of strong thoughts and emotions. 
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Mary McLaughlin’s doctoral dissertation (McLaughlin 2018), has been an incredibly 
valuable source in considering the resonance of spirituality, the Otherworld and belief within 
the Irish context and in the context of lullabies. McLaughlin unfurls the Otherworld, our 
relationship to it, and its expression within the Irish song context. She specifically explores the 
dyad of enchantment and entrapment represented within this class of song and investigates how 
such artistic representations are applicable to lived experience and human dilemma. In doing 
so, she dedicates in-depth analysis and contemplation to two particular songs. She engages 
with them on levels of story content, symbolism, attached folklore and beliefs, historical, and 
geographic connections and the engagement of enchantment and entrapment within the story 
as well as in the practice of singing these songs.  
McLaughlin’s work details enchantment and entrapment separately, as well as 
interlinked. It accounts for the Irish Otherworld through a survey of Fairy Faith, the 
Christianisation of ancient Ireland, and culturally specific attitudes toward death: a natural 
threshold into the afterlife (McLaughlin 2018). From this understanding of the Otherworld and 
its capacity to enchant and entrap, she deals with a variety of themes surrounding this dyad as 
they pertain to two Otherworld songs: ‘An Mhaighdean Mhara’ and the lullaby ‘A Bhean úd 
Thíos’. Finally, she considers the liminality of this dyad by exploring ritualistic terms of 
threshold moments and rites of passage. Through this research, McLaughlin articulates several 
functions that the Otherworld serves. These often deal with maintaining lost connections, 
integrating one’s shadow-self, explaining the inexplicable, and accepting the unacceptable 
(McLaughlin 2018). McLaughlin reflects that: 
Underneath all of this colourful content there lie the human dilemmas which have haunted 
man throughout his existence – challenges of living and mysteries of dying that have given 
rise to myriad philosophies and religions over the many millennia that the human race has 
peopled this planet. […] Otherworld tapestry would be in danger of becoming a historical 
monument were it not for the essential and timeless connections it has with the internal world 
of humans. 
(McLaughlin 2018:239) 
A beautifully written piece of scholarship, many concepts taken up in McLaughlin’s writing 
were directly applicable to my own study. They were an instrumental grounding force and 
point of departure to not only support aspects of lullaby research, but also to engage with Irish 
history, society, and song tradition. It was also supportive in contemplating the themes of 
relationships, emotions, and belief arising from the stories of the four focus lullabies.  
In considering these major themes, Marina Warner’s book, No Go the Bogeyman: 
Scaring, Lulling & Making Mock (Warner 1998b), came to also be incredibly helpful in both 
supporting the claims of my research and opening doors for further inquiry. Marina Warner is 
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a highly acclaimed author of both fiction and non-fiction and has set her sights on multi-layered 
functionality and depth of literary structures, stories, and practices. Her works centre around 
themes of feminism, mythography, and fairy tales. No Go The Bogeyman is a comprehensive, 
tri-folded take on how we deal with edging and enacting (scaring), comforting and protecting 
(lulling), as well as dismissing and diminishing (mockery).  
Drawing from a wide range of cultures, fields, and materials, Warner reaches into the 
Otherworld, extracts fearful and frightening structures and stretches them out under the 
microscope. She fleshes out historical, sociological, and psychological reasonings for the 
appearance of terrifying figures; the recounting of unthinkable actions; and engagement with 
societally taboo thought and emotion found in songs, stories, and historical accounts. “[No Go 
the Bogeyman] is about fear […] it faces one of the most everyday yet least examined of human 
feelings, and it describes three of the principal methods of coping with anxieties grounded in 
common experience, as well as the nameless terrors that come in the dark and assail the mind 
[…] it traces themes and metaphors that refract kaleidoscopically throughout the material of 
terror” (Warner 1998b:4).  
She acknowledges lulling as an ancient song form with a wealth of historical, folkloric, 
emotive, ideological, and musically vibrant material within these songs. While they evidently 
play a significant role in ritual and liminality, she notes that “lullabies continue to be generally 
overlooked as sentimental fribbles, fit only for mere women and babies. But with a moment’s 
care, these worldwide, frequently anonymous songs can be opened up to disclose some of the 
secrets, light and dark, that the most disregarded means of communication, lives, and pursuits 
often contain. They are among the very first utterances directed to babies as persons; this alone 
makes them worth analysis” (Warner 1998b:194). No Go the Bogeyman revolves much more 
around the caregiver’s experience with fear than the child’s. It claims that the lullaby is just as 
much, if not more so, there to comfort and console the caregiver as it is for the child. It, 
therefore, finds further parallels with this research. 
 Many other texts have been helpful in building the knowledge necessary to put this 
study forward. Three that stand out include: Sorcha Nic Lochlainn’s article, “Suantraithe na 
Gaeilge: Séanra Sainiúil na mBan” (Nic Lochlainn 2017); Andrew Pettit’s doctoral 
dissertation, Passing Traditions: Child-Directed Music as an Index of Cultural Change in 
Metropolitan India (Pettit 2014); and Bess Lomax Hawes’ article, “Folksongs and Function: 
Some Thoughts on the American Lullaby” (Lomax Hawes 1974). Through these three studies, 
lullabies were grounded within the Irish tradition and Irish-language literature; considered as 
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timeless agents of expression, coping, and acceptance; and were set into action with the 
constant flux of societal and cultural change. 
Pettit’s work addresses lullaby traditions and repertoire in India and their interaction 
with changes in societal norms. Many of these factors are also apparent within Irish culture and 
society. In addressing aspects of change, and the question of how relationships can shed light 
on the continued importance of the Irish traditional lullaby, aspects of Pettit’s work were 
particularly helpful. Lomax Hawes’ article acknowledged the deep bonds created through 
primary shared experiences of lullaby singing, and the strong emotions of melancholy and 
anxiety often arising in this genre. The majority of her article considers the American 
perspective. However, it connects to a global narrative through several cross-cultural examples 
– including perspectives on Japanese parenting and lulling – to show the strength and flexibility 
of her argument. Lomax Hawes sees lullabies as a necessary outlet of expression, and mother’s 
means of coping with the inevitable separation of a child’s growth into independence and 
adulthood. While Pettit’s work considers factors of change, Lomax Hawes’ article focuses on 
factors of endurance, and resilience, thus rounding out this dissertation’s focus on lullaby 
importance through reflecting upon primary relationships. 
Finally, Sorcha Nic Lochlainn’s article is a contemporary perspective that helps to 
ground this study in an Irish traditional context. Looking at these songs through the lens of 
gender to assert their placement as a genre of musical storytelling and expression for an 
anonymous and feminine narrative, Nic Lochlainn surveys the lullaby’s appearance through 
Irish history, folklore, tradition, and mythology. Being an Irish-language article, language 
maintenance through artistic practice is a paramount facet of her work. There is a rooted sense 
of cultural preservation seen in this article, as well as connections with Lomax Hawes’ 
emphasis of endurance and maternal evocation and Pettit’s recognition of societal change. This 
article has therefore helped this research’s perceptions in grounding, as well as pulling this 
genre forward in time, awareness, and practice. A rounded ethnographic perspective can be 
seen through these articles: drawing from my own American background, rooting the research 
focuses within the Irish context, and tapping into cross-cultural connections to extenuate the 
commonalities of traditional lullabies. This provides a gateway to access this material from an 





This chapter has served to present the foundational frameworks of this study. It has presented 
the research question and main concepts around which this study has focused: how story and 
relationship serve to inform the greater importance of Irish traditional lullabies today. This 
chapter has also acknowledged the growth and development of these research focuses from the 
beginning of this study to this point of presentation. In conveying the research question and 
main concepts, the definitions of predominant keywords have been given as an orientation for 
the reader regarding key concepts of understanding before commencing in-depth analyses in 
the subsequent chapters. 
 This chapter has also established the theoretical and methodological frameworks 
through which this research has engaged with Irish traditional lullabies. While several 
theoretical and methodological approaches have been informative, those of semiotics, 
hermeneutics, and ethnographic inquiry have been the most revealing in uncovering the multi-
layered functions and meanings of these songs and their practices. In terms of analysis and 
interpretation, aspects of working metaphors, mind mapping and a modified approach to 
grounded theory and coding were taken. This served to siphon out recurring themes throughout 
historical, bibliographic, ethnographic, and textual analyses. 
 Moving into the next chapter, the historical grounding of Irish traditional lullabies on 
the whole will be taken into account. This will begin with discussions on the lullaby’s 
placement in Irish mythology and literature to establish how rooted this genre is in Irish culture, 
music, and song. Furthermore, a paradox between regard and representation will be presented 
as we investigate the lack of appearance of lullabies within well-established song collections 
from the nineteenth century onward. There has not previously been a detailed and large study 
conducted on Irish traditional lullabies. Therefore, the placement of these songs within 
Ireland’s culture and history is imperative and essential before appreciating their depth and 




Historical and Cultural Contextualisation 
 
Lullabies have deep-set, innate roots in our societal and behavioural constructs as musical and 
communicative devices of consolation, bonding, and narration that span cross-culturally and 
across centuries of intergenerational transmission. There is evidence of lulling practices arising 
occasionally in Biblical, as well as ancient Greek, Roman, and Hebrew texts (Mithen 2006; 
Daiken 1959; Welch 2005; McLaughlin 2016, 2018; Warner 1998b; Watt 2012; Ní Riain 2016, 
2018). The global need for lulling practices, whether musical or extra-musical, is imbued with 
culturally specific soundscapes, folkloric and mythological traditions and characters, narrative 
discourse, societal priorities, and parenting styles. This taps into Mary McLaughlin’s synthesis 
of Carl Jung’s concept of collective unconsciousness and Bruno Bettelheim’s thought on the 
culturally idiosyncratic foils that represent ubiquitous human dilemmas and archetypes 
(McLaughlin 2018; Bettelheim 1976; Jung 1978). For instance, Daiken succinctly lists the 
many ways in which ‘Sleep’ as an archetype of guidance, arrival, and avoidance of 
unconsciousness is personified differently around the world: from the Sandman, to the Spanish 
“el picaro sueño”, to the Norwegian “little Öle” (Daiken 1959:29). While the literary and 
musical content of lulling48 are culturally specific, the need to lull and the relationships and 
expression derived through this need are some of the more ubiquitous components of these 
practices. These practices are then deeply within specific cultural contexts. 
In order to understand Irish traditional lullabies as literary compositions of emotive 
narrative that yield foundational relationships, it is important to take historical cultural and 
societal norms into account. Legacies and histories of songs, collection and representation 
efforts throughout time, previous discourse and commentary surrounding the genre, musical 
composition, and mode of transmission are all informative factors. They help to elucidate the 
value and perceptions attached to these songs and therefore their place in society and culture 
throughout time. Within this chapter, historical contexts of Irish traditional lullabies will be 
addressed to engage with early appearances and placement within literature and mythology. It 
 
48Indeed, it is important to not presume that every culture has a musical song form of lullabies. Nevertheless, there 
remains a need for lulling restless children. For example, in speaking about monotone within lulling, Daiken 
writes: “Of all our lulling songs, then, perhaps the oldest and most elemental is this croon without words. In some 
North American Indian tribes the women make noises designed to put their babies to sleep. Similarly, the Indians 
of South America, who live nomadic lives, have no songs at all – only crooning. For them this crooning has a 
magico-religious value” (Daiken 1959:36). While outside the scope of this dissertation, humming and monotone 
do make an appearance. It would be interesting to consider the depth and ethnomusicological intricacies within 
such lulling traditions that are considered to be less literary, non-musical, or extra-musical. 
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will also explore the discourse surrounding this genre by historic scholars, and how this 
contrasts with of what is represented through their publications. 
 
2.1 Placement in Mythology 
Soporific music – what has come to be known as lullabies – are an aspect of Irish music deeply 
embedded into its cultural ethos and mythology, accounting for one of the Three Noble Strains 
of Irish music: the geantraí, goltraí and suantraí (Gregory 2015:52-3; McLaughlin 2018; 
Gratan Flood 2008). Mary McLaughlin outlined this story, highlighting the deep importance 
of the lullaby within Ireland’s mythology: 
They [the Tuatha de Dannan and other ancient peoples] were always fighting. And, the 
Dagda, one day, you know, his harp was stolen in a battle, and once his harp was stolen, he 
was kind of disabled, because he used his harp [for magical purposes]. So, what they did was, 
they dressed up as pilgrims, and went to the castle where the feast was being held, and the 
battle, the celebration feast. And according to the ancient laws, you never refused food and 
drink to anybody who asked for it – you invited them in, you killed them later (laughs), 
basically! You fed them and watered them first (laughs) the Irish love hospitality, and that is 
kind of the root, that kind of Irish law of hospitality thing […] it’s, it’s a very strong tradition 
here. So, on this occasion, the Dagda and his army or some of his soldiers dressed up – he 
didn’t need too many – they dressed up as pilgrims, they went to the feast. They went in, and 
he saw his harp up on the wall. And the harp, of course, was very high up on the wall, a trophy, 
and it was surrounded by, you know, a protective barrier, a wooden paling or whatever. So, 
what the Dagda did, was he called to his magic harp. And his harp responded to him, and he 
told the harp to play the music of joy, the geantraí. And it played the music of joy, and 
everybody would just, went insane with joy, they were dancing on the tables, they were 
throwing things around to make a, you know, one of these traditional Greek weddings with 
plates were going everywhere, and (laughs) everybody was dancing, and exhausted. And then 
he played the music of the goltraí, of sadness. And they all wept. And they wept into their 
wine, and they wept – well it wouldn’t have been wine though, so they just wept into their 
beer. And they wept over each other, and they wept and wept and wept. And then he played 
the music of suantraí, enchanted sleep. And they all fell into a stupor. And when they were 
all in a trance, he and his soldiers climbed up the paling and captured the harp. 
(McLaughlin 2018) 
The affective nature of music found in this tradition resonates with other ancient musical 
schools of thought. This includes the Greek modal scales that carried the potential to affect 
one’s emotions and demeanour, as well as the evocative associations of Indian ragas with 
emotional landscapes, the time of day, the season, and more. Such examples ground music’s 
ability to liminally interact with participants to play a part in transforming one’s state of 
emotion and being (Monro 1894; Mathiesen 1999; Potter and Sorrell 2012; Rechberger 2018; 
Valla et al. 2017; van den Tol 2012; Grattan Flood 2008). The occurrences of transformative 
sleep music extend from this mythological grounding into Irish literature, folklore, and 
tradition. In the section below, we find several examples of enchanted sleep and early lullaby 




2.1.1 Sleep Music and Irish Mythology, Folklore, and Literature 
The story outlined above by Mary McLaughlin, regarding the Dagda and the musical recovery 
of his harp, is one of the core tales within Irish mythology. It was most famously disseminated 
in the twentieth century by Augusta Gregory in her book Gods and Fighting Men (Gregory 
2015) and is a leading representation of the suantraí’s magically soporific power. The use of 
suantraithe occurs frequently throughout Irish mythology, folklore, and literature. Indeed, it is 
seen several other times throughout Gregory’s works. This enchanted sleep is usually brought 
on by melodious and ethereal music, sometimes sung by small birds of vibrant colours.  
For example, when Tadg, son of Cian travelled to Mannanan’s Island,49 they encountered 
“strange birds […] having white bodies and purple heads and golden beaks. And while they 
were eating the berries they were singing sweet music, that would have put sick men and 
wounded men to their sleep” (Gregory 2015:96). Such birds accompany Tadg and his company 
on their voyage back to Ireland. With birdsong all along the way, “they were in a deep sleep 
through the whole voyage” (Gregory 2015:99). In this story, the birds and their enchanting 
music served as guides and facilitators as Tadg made the physical journey back to Ireland as 
well as the liminal journey, through sleep, from the Otherworld of Mannanan’s Island. Parallels 
can be drawn between this and the guiding nature of a caregiver’s lullaby, their voicing of the 
song being a signal and guide for the listener into dream and sleep. 
In another of Gregory’s works where she regaled the stories of the Fianna,50 enchanted 
sleep music encroached the great warrior Fionn Mac Cumhall, and his companion Daire in a 
great mist,51 where they “[…] heard sleepy music of the Sidhe beside them. And after that there 
came shouts and noises, and then the music began again, and heavy sleep came on Finn and 
Daire” (Gregory 2015:274). Separated from their company, physically and dimensionally, Finn 
and Daire were subsequently transported to a conflicting situation in the Otherworld upon their 
wake. While the source of the suantraí is disembodied in this example, its ushering of sleep 
through the mists reinforces its function as a tool of liminality, magic, and transformation. 
 
49Tadg, Cian, and Mannanan are all characters within the mythology disseminated by Gregory. Mannanan was a 
warrior king and sea god of the Otherworld and the Tuatha Dé Dannan (Gregory 2015; Squire 2003; Spann 1979). 
Put forward by Gregory, Cian and Tadg are the son and grandson of Olioll Olchain, a legendary king of Munster 
(Gregory 2015; O’Donovan 1848). 
50The Fianna: The warrior band of Fionn Mac Cumhall. 
51McLaughlin notes the multi-layered liminality associated with mist, saying “Mist is a regular occurrence in 
Ireland, and Grydehøj (2018) offers an interesting view of how this weather condition could not only act as a 
vehicle for confusion, but an actual agent of liminality  –  a funnel through which a fairy may pass in order to 
appear human” (McLaughlin 2018:151). 
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Finally, we interact directly with a lullaby in Irish mythology through the elopement of 
Gráinne and Diarmuid52 (Gregory 2015; MacNeill and Murphy 1908; Larson 1998; MacKillop 
2004) (See Appendix 3). As they fled from the Fianna, Gráinne recited a protective and 
enchanting lullaby, for her lover, Diarmuid as he slept (Gregory 2015:256-8). Gráinne’s lullaby 
is driven heavily by descriptions of their natural surroundings and current state of affairs 
(Larson 1998). The reasoning for this could be the song’s duty of conveying the exterior world 
beyond the lulling context to the listener  – in this case, Diarmuid – to help put them at ease 
(Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Warner 1998b). Another explanation tying 
in with mythology could involve the animism that was a central aspect of pre-Christian 
ideologies and Fairy belief (McLaughlin 2018; Bettelheim 1976; Watt 2012; Wood 2000; 
Green 1992). Thus, the ritualistic nature of the lullaby context would possibly call for 
characters of nature that serve a real and symbolic purpose in belief and society (McLaughlin 
2018; Grimes 2014). 
Though we do not have the original music connected to Gráinne’s words, versions have 
been composed over the years, including Caera Gramore’s twenty-first-century interpretation 
of this text (Gramore 2006a). Gramore cites Duanaire Finn as the source from which she 
learned this lullaby. This is a collection of poems and stories revolving around mythological 
warrior Fionn Mac Cumhall, compiled in the seventeenth century (MacNeill and Murphy 
1908). Gregory also notes Duanaire Finn when discussing the various sources where she 
acquired her collection of stories (Gregory 2015). This extends mythology surrounding these 
characters, suantraithe, and musically enchanted sleep, back even further in Ireland’s timeline. 
 Other literary sources, dealing more with folklore, also infer music to be calming and 
enchanting, such as Thomas Crofton Croker’s recounting “The Legend of Knockgrafton”. In 
this story the humpbacked and poor, but gentle Lusmore is lured by a charming fairy 
melody, ‘Dé Luain, Dé Máirt’ (Monday, Tuesday), flowing by a stream. With his innocent 
contribution of “agus Dé Céadaoin” (and Wednesday) (Crofton Croker 2008:13), Lusmore is 
instantly ushered into the fairy world and rewarded with riches, service, and the removal of his 
hump. He awakens the next day by the stream as if it were all a dream; however, he finds its 
proof through the absence of his hump, and his wearing a new suit made from fine materials. 
 
52Diarmuid was one of the Finnian warriors. Gráinne was a princess, daughter of High King Cormac mac Airt, 
and promised in marriage to Fionn Mac Cumhall. Upon seeing Diarmuid, Gráinne fell in love and they ran away 
together, against the wishes of Fionn. Fionn, with the Fianna, pursued them out of anger and jealousy (Gregory 
2015; MacKillop 2004) 
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While Crofton Croker’s Irish folklore and legends, MacNeill’s translation of Duanaire 
Finn and Gregory’s Irish mythologies are literary sources from the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, musicological sources53 indicate suantraithe as a cultural concept and practice in 
Ireland reaching back much further than any of these authors. This includes Duanaire Finn’s 
original author(s) – allegedly Niall Gruamdha O’Cathain – from 1626, and brings suantraithe 
into ancient Gaelic civilisations. From this standpoint, the imbedded role of the lullaby within 
the concept of Irish literature, culture, and traditional music, let alone for soporific purposes, 
is longstanding, prominent, and therefore noteworthy. 
 
2.2 On Pursuing Lullabies within Nineteenth-Century Irish Song Collections 
In seeking out and gaining an understanding of Irish traditional lullaby repertoire, and the 
history and development of the tradition, investigations led to song collections that were 
compiled and published in the nineteenth century. This was a substantial period of Romantic 
Nationalism, with trends in antiquarianism, preservation, and a pursuit and celebration of an 
idealised national identity (Costello 2015; White 2008; Leerssen 1996, 2013). Reflecting on 
Edward Bunting, Mary Trachsel observed these trends in the eighteenth century, saying: 
Bunting’s brand of nationalism was not expressly political, but he can be seen as contributing 
to the foundation of cultural nationalism in which politically nationalistic claims to separate 
Irish statehood eventually took root. [...] Bunting was persuaded that the Irish peasantry 
somehow retained the spirit of their ancestors intact, and his claims for the authenticity of his 
collected tunes are based upon his acquaintance with the rural country folk.  
(Trachsel 1995, quoted in Sommer Smith 1998:134) 
Before this period, traditional music and song were undoubtably practised, and lullabies were 
sung. However, the first significant accounts of lullabies in Irish collections date from the 
nineteenth to early-twentieth century (Buckley 2000; Brannon 2000). Indeed, one of the earliest 
written appearances of a lullaby in the Irish context found through this research is the religious, 
child-directed poem, ‘Lollai, Lollai, litil child’. This is from the mid-fourteenth century 
Hiberno-English poem collection, The Kildare Poems (Lucas 1995; Watt 2012; Fairchild 
Brown 1924; CELT 2020; Dolan 2002). To provide a historical perspective on Irish traditional 
lullabies, discussions here will be focused on song examples, discourse, culture, and society in 
Ireland from the nineteenth century and onward. 
 
53Sources include: Edward Bunting’s A General Collection of the Ancient Irish Music (Bunting 1797); William 
Henry Grattan Flood’s A History of Irish Music (Grattan Flood 1913); and Fintan Vallely’s The Companion to 
Irish Traditional Music (Vallely 1999). 
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On the search for lullabies within historic Irish song collections, it was recurringly 
observed that they were present, but not emphasised or abundant, and often fragmentary in 
proportion to other subgenres of traditional song. Examples of such works include: George 
Petrie’s Ancient Music of Ireland (Petrie 1855); P.W. Joyce’s Ancient Irish Music (Joyce 
1873); John O’Daly’s The Irish language miscellany (O’Daly 1876); Edward Walsh’s Irish 
Popular Songs (Walsh 1883); and Charles Welsh’s The Golden Treasury of Irish Songs and 
Lyrics (Welsh 1907). Indeed, it was not uncommon to find an absence of lullaby repertoire 
within song collections.54 Therefore, what follows is an account of some of the challenges of 
finding lullabies within historical collections, and the possible reasons for bypassing of these 
songs, based on historical and societal factors. 
 The oral tradition is also explored, regarding the intergenerational transmission of 
lullabies. Audio examples, and ethnographic perspectives surrounding the genre were 
important in connecting what can be heard now to history through evidence in continuation 
and variation of repertoire, syllables, melodies, and storylines. Some of the lullabies found in 
earlier printed sources have continued into present practice through the oral tradition. It is, 
therefore, an important outlet to observe the continuity and development of these songs. Of 
course, there is also repertoire within the oral tradition that is entirely separate from these 
collections. These have the potential to have existed during or before these collections, but 
have possibly never been written down. It could be said that because of their inclusion in 
written works, specific lullabies have been pinned into literacy, and therefore continue to be 
referred to and sung to this day as opposed to lullabies that were never transcribed. In 
approaching these topics, several written and audio recorded song collections were 
investigated. However, the bulk of discussion within this chapter is invested in two works: 
Ancient Music of Ireland, by George Petrie (Petrie 1855) and Ancient Irish Music, by Patrick 
Weston Joyce (Joyce 1873). 
Seeking out lullaby repertoire, and commentary on the genre, in nineteenth-century 
collections was, at the same time, scant and ponderous. It involved scouring historic musical 
and poetic literature to find very limited results. Lullabies and the commentary surrounding the 
genre that were found were avidly received and an invaluable insight into past perspectives on 
 
54Adelaide Gosset’s collection, Lullabies of the Four Nations (Gosset 1915), is an interesting example of rich 
lullaby publication to acknowledge from the turn of the century. While a treasured find in terms of accounting for 
Victorian-era lullabies, Gosset’s collection exemplifies an unfortunate dismissal of native language. Its contents 
include the English translations of these songs, with their original Irish, Scots-Gaelic, and Welsh lyrics excluded. 
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the genre.55 For example, in remarking on the similarity between lullaby melodies of Ireland 
with “Eastern melodies of the same class” (Petrie 1855:144), Petrie notes: “I cannot but 
consider it as an evidence of the early antiquity of such melodies in Ireland and as an 
ethnological fact of much historic interest, not hitherto sufficiently attended to” (Petrie 
1855:144-45). Petrie’s observations acknowledge thought that lullabies could be an important 
avenue to access theoretical structures of musical traditions. 
To pivot the argument, while he notes the lack of attendance to this point of research, 
Petrie also acknowledged their abundance in the field: 
The great number of airs of this class still preserved in Ireland is, indeed, a curious fact, and 
cannot but be regarded as an evidence, if any evidence is required, of the universal love for 
melody for which the Irish people were so remarkable, – a love which gave birth not only to 
this numerous class of lullaby melodies, but to other classes applicable to all possible purposes 
with which the employment of melody was compatible. 
(Petrie 1855:118).  
In these thoughts, Petrie not only gives evidence of the profusion of lullabies in the oral 
tradition, but also uses this as evidence for the strength of the folk singing and work song 
traditions. The following excerpt allows for an immense appreciation for lullabies, as well as 
puzzlement, and some explanation over their being unaccounted for during this period: 
The above is one of the many beautiful nurse tunes still sung by the peasantry of the South of 
Ireland […] They form a very numerous class of peasant songs, only waiting the hands of a 
collector […] It appears strange then that the numbers of these heretofore published has been 
so small […] They are excelled by none in point of beauty, tenderness of feeling and in the 
perfect fitness of the sheer number of them to accomplish the function for which they were 
composed […] A peasant will hardly ever volunteer to sing one of these; he must be asked 
distinctly whether he can sing any “Seo-ho’s” or “Chunawns56 for putting a child to sleep” 
[...]  The people in fact do not think that they are among the tunes wanted, and many a collector 




55It should be noted that these past perspectives formed a limited narrative, based on a more elite, male dominated 
group of scholars. Throughout this research, there were very few early published works found that were by 
women, or from and directed toward a more modest social status. Eibhlín Bean Mhic Choisdealbha, and her 
collection, Amhráin Mhuighe Seóla (Uí Choisdealbha 1923), could be a prime example of both of these features. 
However, even with being born into London workhouse conditions of the 1870s, Uí Choisdealbha built herself 
up into a middle-class status through life, becoming a teacher, a Gaelic League member, the wife of a medical 
doctor, and a political activist (ITMA 2013). This rise in stature can be reflected through the knowledge and 
musical literacy exhibited through her writing. However, more humble intentions can be interpreted by her 
statement that this book was designed “for popular use in the schools and Gaelic League classes of Connacht” (Uí 
Choisdealbha 1923:v; ITMA 2013). Interestingly, Uí Choisdealbha ends the preface of her collection, to note her 
gratification for being “enabled to follow, however humbly, in the footsteps of such pioneers in the field of Irish 
Folk Music as Bunting, Petrie and Joyce” (Uí Choisdealbha 1923:v) – all high-status, male scholars. These points 
of status will come into play throughout this chapter as we discuss how lullabies were perceived and represented. 
56As noted in the introduction, there is not a lot of information surrounding the term ‘chunawn’. However, given 
its context within Joyce’s comments, it seems that it could be synonymous with ‘lullaby’, similar to his use of 
‘seo-ho’, or the English ‘hush-a-bye’. 
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In her early-twentieth-century lullaby collection, Adelaide Gosset drew similar commentary 
from Pádraic Pearse, who states: 
There are many exquisite lullabies in Irish, but they are being lost daily as the old people die. 
I have pieced this together from my recollection of a song that I heard in my childhood; where 
my memory failed I have filled in the lacunae from a version of the same lullaby taken down 
in West Cork by Humphry Lynch and printed some years ago in the Gaelic Journal. My 
translations are in prose, but they preserve much of the rhythm of the originals, and can be 
sung to the airs 
(Pearse in Gosset 1915:247) 
Several reasons can be presented for the lullaby’s rarity in these collections. This can include: 
the collector’s conscious or unconscious priorities or biases when selecting song specimens; 
status markers of class and gender; 57 the overarching goals for the manuscript; assumptions 
made by collectors and their participants while in the field; what was designed as a lullaby 
versus what can be used as a lullaby; and the space in which songs were performed. These 
reasons will be explored later in this chapter. However, we will now take a closer look at the 
major song collections of Petrie and Joyce to better understand the lullaby content presented in 
each. These publications have been chosen for their rather comprehensive breadth of song type, 
and their representation of the song collecting initiative of the nineteenth century. 
 
2.3 George Petrie: Ancient Music of Ireland 
The foreword from Petrie’s Ancient Music of Ireland gives the mission statement, plan of 
publication, and the intentions of its publishing body, the Society for the Preservation and 
Publication of the Melodies of Ireland.58 It details that: 
This Society has been instituted for the purpose of Preserving, Classifying, and Publishing 
these airs of every kind […] Thus the Council do not think it too much to expect that the 
volumes eventually completed by this Society will contain a complete, satisfactory, and 
popular explanation of the structure, character, and peculiarities of Irish National Music, an 
accurate account of its history as far as known (and it reaches back for many centuries), and 
a Collection which in extent, rarity, and beauty will surpass anything of the kind ever 
attempted. The genius and expression of our Music will thus be fixed, and its noblest stores 
preserved for the admiration of future ages, and the perpetual pride of the Irish race.  
(Petrie 1855:vi) 
 
57As noted earlier, with exemplification 5of Uí Choisdealbha, Gender could, indeed, be considered a main and 
driving factor behind such rhetoric and decisions. Conscious and unconscious gender biases, and societal norms 
surrounding gender roles were even more polarised than today’s standards. There were few prominent women 
standing up and standing out of domesticity to be noticed by broader Irish society (Ní Shíocháin 2017; Barclay 
2013; Arensberg and Kimball 2001). Therefore, women’s narrative and traditions were often overlooked in such 
efforts. Veronica Doubleday’s writing on women’s music in Afghanistan is one example that echoes such 
discourse in a more contemporary setting. Her work depicts a culture in which professional and substantial 
musicians were male, leaving female musical traditions to the circles of female communities that would gather in 
the margins of kitchens and rooftops (Doubleday 2011). 
58To be referred to henceforth as ‘the Society’. 
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In these words, we find the crux of these scholars’ motivations. In an age of antiquarianism, 
the intentions of this society were to seek out and preserve representational examples of the 
age, rarity, and beauty they felt epitomised Ireland’s nation’s music and identity. They felt that 
these qualities seeped into the culture and ethos of Ireland itself, and desired to preserve and 
accentuate them in their publications. President of this society, and chief author of this 
collection, George Petrie was primarily a watercolourist, born in 1790 in Dublin. He produced 
suites of illustrations for early nineteenth-century travel books, and from the 1830s onward, his 
interests turned prolifically to antiquarianism, archaeology, architecture, and music. Dedicated 
to their preservation, he spearheaded one of the most complete initiatives of the time to collect 
and publish Ireland’s national music and song (Stokes 1868; Cox 1913; Walsh 2012; Dillon 
1967; Petrie, Murray and Dunne 2004).  
Ancient Music of Ireland is a two-part collection. Petrie died eleven years after its first 
volume was published, which consisted of 196 pages and 135 selections of songs and tunes of 
ranging class and function. The second volume, published posthumously in 1882, was 
significantly shorter, at 48 pages, with 36 selections. Lacking the appointment of a successor 
in order to continue the publication’s mission of music collection and preservation, it reads as 
uncompleted and fragmentary (Petrie 1882; Joyce 1873). The two volumes were combined in 
1967 by Gregg International, with subsequent editions being released in 1969 and most recently 
in 2002 (Petrie 2002). The later editions – although conveniently bound in one publication – 
reformat the content to expunge prescribed and composed material such as piano 
accompaniments. As this section is concerned with gaining some historical perspective and 
context of lullaby singing and repertoire in Ireland, such information is valuable. Therefore, 
what will be considered here are the nineteenth-century first editions of this collection. Though 
not on the committee that produced this collection, Patrick Weston Joyce is often referred to 
and credited throughout Petrie’s work due to their overlapping interests and outputs. Joyce’s 
publication was, in fact, initiated by Petrie’s death, and a subsequent anxiety that his 
contributions would not see publication, to be detailed in the next section. 
  Appreciated in Petrie’s formatting is his inclusion of informant accreditation, in a 
column of the table of contents, labelled “where, or from whom procured” (Petrie 1855:xxiv). 
After the table of contents, a mission statement and introduction outline the Society’s 
intentions, the inspiration and manifestation of the book, and a general account for its contents. 
The organisation of Petrie’s collection is a seemingly organic, sometimes tangential, train of 
thought that moves between Irish and English song names, commentary on nearly every song, 
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five-line staff notation of melodies, with accompaniments composed by Petrie’s daughter, and 
song lyrics and translations. It gives the impression that Petrie inserted songs consecutively as 
they came to him, rather than categorising the collection. His commentaries generally included 
where and by whom songs were acquired, analyses of visible plotlines, and thoughts on the 
musical character and theoretical makeup of the song. Unfortunately, some or all of the lyrics 
for some selections are excluded or manipulated for various reasons, be it excess material with 
limited space, or a question of taste and opinion on the part of Petrie. For example, in speaking 
about one ballad in particular, ‘The Nobleman’s Wedding’, he states: 
With respect, however, to the equally differing copies of the ballad, they are all so rude and 
imperfect as to be unworthy of publication. But, instead of them, I give insertion to a version 
of the ballad composed by my friend William Allingham, from these various imperfect 
versions, with as much fidelity to their general meaning and simplicity of language as was 
consistent with a due attention to more correct rhythm and metre.  
(Petrie 1855:178) 
Petrie’s commentary, and instances such as the above, help to convey a descriptive narrative 
of nineteenth-century Ireland from the collector’s perspective, which is then helpful in 
regarding lullabies included in these collections. Some of his commentaries span for pages, 
while others are limited to two or three sentences. 
 Of the many compiled in this collection, four are classified as lullabies. These 
include: ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ (entitled ‘Seo hu leo’);59 ‘Do Chuirfinn-si Féin mo Leanabh a 
Chodhladh’ (‘I Would Put my Own Child to Sleep’) (See Appendix 3); and two without any 
lyrics. One of these is entitled ‘Ancient Lullaby’, and the other, ‘A Lullaby’, noted from his 
friend, Mr Thomas Bridgeford, who had learned the song from “the crooning of his Irish nurse” 
(Petrie 1882:38). Of these four selections, ‘A Lullaby’ possesses the thinnest commentary, 
which only denotes one sentence of how the song came to Petrie’s informant. Refreshing and 
detailed ponderings accompany the other three selections, including questioning on musical 
character, lyrical analysis, and folkloric grounding. Interestingly, with no words included, 
‘Ancient Lullaby’ is considered for its melodic and harmonic characteristics and provides space 
for Petrie to consider the ancient and migratory lineage of such songs. In his words: 
[…] the strong affinity which it bears to the Eastern melodies of the same class […] How far 
Continental countries may be able to produce similar evidences of such a universal use of 
melody, it is beyond my purpose, as well as my ability, to inquire; but I may remark that, 
except among the Scoto-Hibernian race of the Highlands, I have found no evidence to prove 
the existence of such pervading uses of melody in any other portion of the British islands.  
(Petrie 1855:117) 
 
59This lullaby also makes appearance in John O’Daly’s collection, The Irish language miscellany, under the name 
‘An Shoheen Sho’ (O’Daly 1876:109). 
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Such connections across distance and time are contested by later authors, such as Hugh Shields 
(Shields 1993). Beyond what Petrie explicitly names as a lullaby, there are several songs given, 
including ‘An Cleasaídhe Fir Óig’ (‘The Cunning Young Man’)(Petrie 1855:6), and ‘Mo 
Mhúirnín Óg’ (‘My Own One Dear’) (Petrie 1855:186). These could therefore have lullaby 
associations based on contextual information. This includes the musical characteristics of these 
songs, and the social circumstances surrounding their acquisition 
 
2.4 Patrick Weston Joyce: Ancient Irish Music 
A contemporary junior of Petrie and working in the same arenas, Patrick Weston Joyce was 
born in 1827 in county Limerick. He moved to Dublin with an interest in education and came 
to work as a teacher, lecturer, and re-organiser of the national school system. He was a member 
of several antiquarian and cultural societies and interacted with Petrie through these shared 
circles of interest. His publications are prolific, with interests in history, cultural artefacts, place 
names, linguistics, geography, primary education, and music (Ní Bharáin 2018; Hogan 1979; 
Boylan 1998). At 104 pages, with 100 selections, Ancient Irish Music reflects Joyce’s years of 
fieldwork up until 1873.  
Many of the airs that Joyce collected throughout his life were sent to George Petrie, to 
be included in his multi-volume collection efforts. Published between Petrie’s two volumes 
of Ancient Music of Ireland, but after Petrie’s death, Joyce prefaces his collection to indicate 
his aims for producing this book separately. As Petrie died before the completion of his second 
volume, many of Joyce’s airs remained unpublished, but in Petrie’s hands. Joyce felt a sense 
of responsibility for these acquisitions and therefore took it upon himself to privately publish 
his contributions. He does not convey resentment over the Society’s failure to publish, but 
instead, a concern over the ultimate disappearance of the songs. He says: “my only anxiety was 
to secure the publication of the airs I had preserved, that they might be saved from possible 
loss; but as I failed to do so under the auspices of the Society, I am now doing what I suppose 
is the next best thing, publishing them myself” (Joyce 1873:v).  
The makeup of Joyce’s collection is similar in content but differing slightly in 
construction from Petrie’s works. Beginning with a preface, Joyce states his reasoning for 
publication and acknowledgement for those who assisted in the process. The table of contents 
is arranged by page number, giving the Irish and English names of songs. The songs are 
compiled similarly to Petrie’s collection, in a seemingly random order. The body of Joyce’s 
collection also follows in line to Petrie’s. It alternates between Irish and English song titles, 
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commentary, five-line staff notation that was arranged and harmonised by Professor J.W. 
Glover, and song lyrics, in both English and Irish with English translations when appropriate. 
Some of these lyrics are incomplete, with one representational verse. At times, he refers the 
reader to other source for the full lyrics. Additionally, some lyrics have been altered out of a 
matter of opinion and taste. There are also attempts to complete fragmented specimens. Some 
of these instances can seem dismissive; for example, in one case, Joyce notes, “To this air, 
which I learned long ago from my father, there was a song beginning with the words “How do 
you like her for your wife?” but it is not worth printing. I give instead, a song of my brother’s, 
composed expressly to suit the air” (Joyce 1873:36). 
Regarding lullabies, Joyce gives four selections entitled ‘Suantraidhe (Soontree)’ 
(‘Lullaby’) (Joyce 1873:67, 74, 77, 90). Interestingly, in handwritten manuscripts from his 
fieldwork, we find further examples of lullabies as well as fieldnotes on the beauty and 
importance of lullabies (Joyce 1856). However, the comments surrounding the genre in his 
1873 publication are quite bare. This is in noticeable contrast to Petrie’s pages of supporting 
text. Most of Joyce’s lullaby selections are absent of names, most lyrics, and commentary aside 
from one or two sentences of his impressions of them and where, or from whom, they were 
acquired. The lullaby on page 67 that Joyce uses to introduce the genre into his collection has 
a more robust commentary, filling almost half of a page. 
There, he notes the character of the genre in general, relating them to laments and 
ploughman whistles, and acknowledges characteristics such as their recurring lyrical content: 
To many of them there are songs in the Irish language; which have often the same class of 
ideas running through them: – the baby is soothed to sleep with the promise of a golden cradle 
(cliabhán óir); which is to be hung from the bough of a tree, and rocked by the wind on a find 
sunny day, under the shade of the foliage. […] When there was no regular song, the air was 
sung with such words as “Huzho-baby,” – “Sho-heen-sho,” etc. continually repeated. I have 
seen children lulled to sleep hundreds of times with such lullabies; and the following is one 
of those with which I have been familiar from my childhood. 
(Joyce 1873:67) 
The lullaby that follows this is a series of three repetitions of such vocables, with slightly 
varying descending melodic passages in duple metre. The remaining selections are very much 
a skeletal structure, indicative of these songs, but not full-bodied representations. Joyce’s 
selection on page 77 is drawn from Edward Walsh’s Irish Popular Songs – originally published 
in 1847 – and not only excludes the Irish lyrics but also only provides the first verse as an 
English translation. Joyce does, however, provide a sense of legacy and ownership, giving 
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credit of lyrical composition to the eighteenth-century poet, Owen Roe O’Sullivan.60 The 
remaining two selections – on pages 74 and 90 – are lacking words altogether, apart from 
suggested single phrases, found in their commentaries. 
 Though Joyce consistently gives accreditation to informants and song locations, it is 
unfortunate that these specimens are not more fully represented and reflected upon by Joyce. 
Regarding the lack of lyrics in three out of the four lullaby examples, it must be noted that 
Joyce quite possibly is giving the reader as much as he knew and was given at the time. The 
use of solely vocables and neutral vowels is quite regular within lulling, in addition to singing 
lullabies that include text and story. It is therefore possible that this is the only material that 
Joyce was provided and could connect to the lullaby, rather than necessarily omitting and 
excluding previously existing text. In his commentary on the lullaby on page 74, he states 
pointedly, “I have all my life been familiar with this lullaby; but I have never heard it sung 
with any words except “Shoheen-sho u-lo-lo shoheen-sho as thu mo-lannav” (Shoheen-sho and 
you are my child)” (Joyce 1873:74). Breandán Ó Madagáin notes that such examples, that 
could easily be perceived as defects or fragments, may represent the original lullaby and stem 
back to its ancient origins (Ó Madagáin 1989). Apart from these four lullabies, we find 
instances – as with Petrie’s collection – of songs that show lulling associations in their 
contextual circumstances, as well as conducive lullaby characteristics, meaning that they could 
have functioned as a lullaby. An example of this that will be detailed later includes ‘Along 
With my Love I’ll Go’ (Joyce 1873:63-65). 
 
2.5 Looking Comparatively 
Through their work, Petrie and Joyce offer relevant information reflecting Irish middle and 
working classes of the nineteenth century. They illustrate a narrative of a historical Irish society 
that had its own beliefs, constructs, and values, and provide similar nineteenth-century 
perceptions regarding Irish traditional lullabies. Both collections acknowledge lullabies, noting 
their functional importance and giving commentary on their musical character. However, they 
also seem to gloss over and marginalise the genre, evading its emphasis by not providing more 
in-depth analyses and scholarly thought. A notable point of difference between these works 
 
60Looking into Walsh’s song collection (Walsh 1883:108-115) this lullaby is, in fact, quite vast, spreading its 
fourteen verses with original Irish lyrics and English translations across eight pages. Walsh also notes Roe 
O’Sullivan’s manifestation of the lullaby in a footnote. The lyrics of this lullaby poetically explore crevices of 
mythological content and emotional turmoil over the crying child. With its layered and poetic depth, it is puzzling 
that Joyce only gave a referential representation. It clearly accesses areas of national music, mythology, 
Romanticism, and antiquity that would have appealed to Joyce and his contemporaries. 
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was each author’s focuses of interest and motivation in selecting, studying, and disseminating 
specific areas of Irish traditional music. This could be due to their similar but varying 
backgrounds as middle-class gentlemen from opposite sides of the country. It could also have 
to do with their similar interests and differing professions prior to publishing. While Petrie was 
a well-known watercolourist, investing time and energy to architecture and antiquity, Joyce 
came from a career in education and curricular planning. One focused more on the artefacts, 
while the other focused more on the people who create and maintain those artefacts. Evidence 
of their individual interests is seen through their different writing focuses and styles. 
While both collections produce a similar number of lullabies, it seems that Petrie 
focused more of his energies on establishing musical theory surrounding these songs, and their 
incorporation of traditional customs, folkloric beliefs, and mythological groundings. This 
speaks to the Society’s objectives of accounting for and preserving an ‘ancient’ national music 
and culture. In comparison, Joyce – though interested in antiquity – spends much more of his 
commentary referring to his fieldwork trips, childhood, and past experiences in Limerick and 
the West of Ireland. His energies focus on the nature of these songs, and his procurement of 
them. While Petrie did take fieldtrips into Connemara and transcribe material himself, a great 
deal of his collection is sourced from a diverse array of outlets. This included previous 
publications and mailed-in contributions from colleagues and interested parties. This varies 
from Joyce, whose selections were mainly acquired through primary fieldwork. On Joyce’s 
work, Breandán Ó Madagáin noted: 
Joyce's general description of Glenosheen comes to life – turns into people – […] he is not 
merely giving us a scholarly record of his sources: he is putting his songs and tunes into the 
human context where they properly belong, peopling his valley again with the community and 
the individuals who expressed themselves in music and song, of which his notation can only 
be a cypher. 
(Ó Madagáin 1985:132) 
Thus, by comparison, Joyce successfully incorporates the songs into their ethnographic sources 
as well as their scholarly readership. His reasons for collecting and preserving in the first place 
significantly resembled what was understood by Petrie’s Society. He had fond memories of the 
music and dance from his area and early life. When encountering their absence in literature 







[…] but it is fast dying out; and those who are gifted with sufficient musical knowledge and 
taste should catch and write down the fugitive strains before they are extinguished for ever 
[…] And now, if those among us who understand and love Irish music, exert ourselves even 
in a small way, like those Belfast gentlemen [this is in reference to Bunting and the Belfast 
Harp Festival of 1792 as a great movement of collection and preservation], we shall, like them, 
have some claims on the gratitude of posterity.  
(Joyce 1873:vi) 
Herein, we find the unifying connection between these two authors and their collections. 
Despite differing backgrounds, focuses, and approaches, there remains a formidable 
enamorment of Irish traditional music and culture. They convey an anxiety over the threat of 
its disappearance, and a desire to claim a sense of nationalistic pride over its perseveration and 
representation. Their collection and dissemination efforts showcase their breadth of knowledge 
– as well as revealing possible biases – regarding Irish culture. By considering these two 
collections together, possible reasons for their lack of lullaby repertoire will be explored. 
 
2.6 Reasoning for a Lack of Lullaby Appearances 
Looking forward, we will contemplate several possible reasons for why these songs did not 
appear more often or in as much detail as other classes of songs within these seminal song 
collections of the nineteenth century. Such reasons include: priorities, biases, and overarching 
goals of collectors and publications, assumptions by collectors and informants, the space of 
performance, gender, and the fact that lullabies are not always sung. 
 
2.6.1 Priorities, biases, and overarching goals 
Movements in Romantic Nationalism in Ireland formed the thinking that traditional folklore 
and customs of Ireland stemmed from the ancient authentic and the Bardic society of pre-
colonial Ireland (Costello 2015; Ó Riada 1982; Grattan Flood 1913; Petrie 1855; Joyce 1873; 
Bunting 1797; O’Neill 2007; Leerssen 2013; White 2008; Connelly 2006; Hutchinson 1987; 
Hobsbawm 2012; Eagleton 1998). Such scholars sought to preserve, embrace, and some would 
argue to gentrify the ‘folk’ music of the nation: the music of a working-class “peasantry” (Joyce 
1873; Petrie 1855; Bunting 1797; O’Daly 1876). These trends in nationalistic scholarship 
paralleled Ireland’s political movement toward sovereignty and statehood (Sommers Smith 
1998). Therefore, a more defined sense of nationalism, ‘self’ and ‘Irishness’ was being sought 
on several fronts. Furthermore, the main objective of these collections was not necessarily to 
preserve music and songs for the sake of those who made the music. Rather, it was to preserve 
Irish culture, itself, with an emphasis on the inherency of music within Irish culture and 
identity. This is demonstrated by these collections catering to a more exclusive or elite 
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readership through musical notation, and complex and esoteric discussions of musical 
concepts. For example, Petrie explains: 
The Planxty, then, is a harp-tune of a sportive and animated character, not intended for, or 
often adapted to, words; and – with the exception of three or four tunes to which possibly the 
term has been incorrectly applied – it moves in triplets, with a six-eight measure. In this last 
characteristic, as to time, it is similar to that most common in the Irish Jig, or Rinnce; but the 
Planxty differs from that more ancient class of tunes in its having less rapidity of motion, – 
thus giving a greater facility for the use of fanciful or playful ornamentation, – and also in its 
not being bound, as the Jig necessarily is, to an equality in the number of bars or beats in its 
parts. 
(Petrie 1855:13) 
In the process of compiling and publishing hundreds of songs, unintentional biases toward 
specific subgenres can be inferred, and at times, witnessed. The realisation of this is most 
evidently seen within Joyce’s thoughts from 1856. Here, he observed a great number of 
lullabies being sung within day-to-day life, with minimal amounts being represented in 
publicised collections (Joyce 1856). Petrie felt similarly, saying:  
It may, no doubt, be objected that numerous airs of this class may possibly exist both in, 
Scotland and England, though they have been as yet unsought for with a view to publication; 
and against such objection I have no desire to contend; for, even in Ireland, where such 
melodies are abundant, one only, as far as I can recollect, has been hitherto published. In the 
collections of Bunting there is not an air of this class to be found. 
(Petrie 1855:118) 
At times, both authors also indicate gaps, fragmentation, or uncertainty of lyrical content. At 
one point, Joyce notes that “the chorus was something like ‘shoho hull a’s shoheen sho’“ (Joyce 
1889-1912:193). Such omission or absence of text could lead to increased chances of songs 
being altered with new lyrics – a habit of Joyce’s – as well as being conflated into one, such as 
the verses that make up the lullaby ‘Do Chuirfinn-si Féin mo Leanbh a Chodhladh’ (Petrie 
1855:144) (See Appendix 3). In his commentary on this song, Petrie notes that he believes its 
four verses, while resulting in one cohesive lullaby, previously belonged to two separate songs. 
Over generations of influence and variation, it is understandable that some songs we have come 
to know, in fact, consist of cohesive fragmentary parts that have been worked together 
(Constantine and Porter 2003; McKean 2003). There were likely also other reasons for the 
exclusion of various elements of a song. This could include a song’s lyrics, air or title, leaving 
only the melody to be accounted for, or its title within the publication to be a description, such 
as “Ballad Tune” or “Song” (Petrie 1855:32, 57). These reasons could range from quick 
transcriptions by hand, being in contexts in which circling back to collect the missing parts was 
not possible, to a collector or their informant only being able to remember certain aspects, but 
not the entirety of the song. 
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Often reasons for taking liberties of omitting or changing song lyrics included their not 
being “worthy of preservation” (Petrie 1855:143), “doggerel” (Petrie 1855:2) or “very rude and 
worthless” (Joyce 1873:17). Joyce takes this selectivity a step further by replacing some 
original lyrics with compositions of his or his brother. Whether from a place of 
entrepreneurship, selectivity regarding the collector’s opinions over the quality of the verse, or 
a desire to expunge any bawdy or unsavoury content from song and society, this was a common 
practice that ultimately shaped the development of traditional song, as prior versions were not 
given a chance of literary representation (Shields 1993). There are also logistical reasons for 
such alterations and exclusions, including available space within the publication and the price 
of printing. In Joyce’s case, this is understandable considering he published his works outside 
the support of Petrie’s Society.  
Similar selectivity based on conditions of space limitation continued to dictate length 
and content of early audio recordings as well. Because of this, verses were often omitted from 
longer songs in order to fit time constraints of the recording (McLaughlin 2016, 2018; Ní 
Cheannabháin 2019). Such alterations can drastically change the story, meaning, and purpose 
of songs and divert the journey of the tradition and song in a different direction. It can also be 
argued that transformation and reconstruction are essential parts of the vitality and movement 
of traditional music. Sandra Joyce noted this in relation to Donal O’Sullivan’s interpretations 
on the works of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century harper, Turlough O’Carolan (Joyce in 
Joyce and Lawlor 2018). While it is identifiable as something original and deep-set, it also 
accepts change in order to bear continuous importance and prevalence in society. To 
understand this, we can think back to Ó Riada’s metaphor of the river (Ó Riada 1982). 
 An example of this from Joyce’s collection, already mentioned, is the song ‘Along With 
My Love I’ll Go’ (Joyce 1873:63-64). Joyce states remembering part of this song from his 
childhood, then being reminded of its entirety one night after passing a poor woman in the 
street, rocking a child and singing softly. Rather than accounting for the original lyrics from 
his childhood, and for what the woman was singing, he printed lyrics composed by his brother, 
specifically for this air. This is possibly because the song’s original lyrics had been lost.  
With all this in mind, the changes, liberties, and priorities taken by collectors cause 
speculation over why lullabies were passed over. Perhaps collectors had difficulty modifying 
these to conform with their musicological perspective and representation. This “numerous class 
of peasant song” (Joyce 1856:21) could possibly have consisted majorly of vocables, rather 
than words and stories and therefore, were interpreted as monotonous or meaningless on 
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literary or scholarly levels. Or maybe, when quickly transcribing song lyrics during fieldtrips, 
priorities went to more intricate songs of love or battle, leaving lullabies outside of one’s 
scopes. This is a complex and multi-layered issue of recognition, regard, and representation 
that intertwines with subsequent reasons for the oversight of these songs in such collections. 
 
2.6.2 Assumptions made about collecting, and lullabies 
While collectors may have shown biases in terms of which songs were included in publications, 
participants may have also made assumptions about what repertoire collectors wanted. If we 
refer back to Joyce’s account above, he noted that “A peasant will hardly ever volunteer to sing 
one of these; he must be asked distinctly whether he can sing any [lullabies] [...] The people in 
fact do not think that they are among the tunes wanted, and many a collector might search a 
whole district without hearing a single nurse tune unless he happens to ask for one” (Joyce 
1856:21). We find a paradox reflected in Joyce’s words, as he began this commentary explicitly 
noting the abundance of these songs and questioning why more had not been included in 
previous scholarship. However, he later answered his own question, observing that a collector 
would rarely hear a lullaby unless specifically requesting one. 
The reasoning behind participants thinking that lullabies were not the desired content 
for collections is scarce and speculative. We can consider that when asked to produce songs 
for collections, a multitude of options arose. Many choices were songs of love and/or loss, 
ballads or heroic epics and gruesome spectacles, visions into mythological and folkloric 
premonition. Other frequented options seem to be narrative songs that catch one’s sense of 
humour and curiosity, and laments that bear the soul’s grief and pain: songs that have been 
referred to as ‘amhráin mhóra’ (big songs) (Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018; Ní Riain 2016; Cormican 
2018; Shields 1993; Ó Laoire 2000b; Shields 1993). Deliberate or not, this left many of what 
could contrastingly be considered the ‘amhráin bheaga’ (small songs) (Ó Conghaile, Ó 
Tuairisg and Ó Ceannabháin 2012), which included lullabies, to be unaccounted for, or 
awaiting recognition by chance. 
The case can also be made for intentionally keeping lullabies guarded. In consideration 
of the protective functions these songs played, it is understandable that they could hold deep 
meaning and power. It may not have been appropriate, then, to present them lightly for a 
curious collector’s benefit, crossing a line of appropriateness (Blacking 2000). This point 
accesses the private context of lullabies and lulling, and special bond of parent and child 
developed through lullaby singing. Nóirín Ní Riain touched on this in interview to say that 
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these are such special songs that – much like laments – one must be in a particular mindset to 
deliver them properly (Ní Riain 2016). Irene Watt takes guarding lullaby repertoire and practice 
a step further to contemplate the coded messages and confidence of secrecy that develop 
between female communities and parent/child relationships through lullabies (Watt 2012). 
Muireann Nic Amhlaoibh animated the special familial relationship in lullabies, calling them 
her family’s “nightly rituals” (Nic Amhlaoibh 2018).  
These perspectives help to enlighten how we consider nineteenth-century rationales 
behind guarding, evading or sharing lullabies. The wording Joyce chose to articulate this point 
– “volunteer” – draws speculation into focus. Furthermore, he felt that informants needed to 
“be asked distinctly” (Joyce 1856:21) for lullaby repertoire. This suggests that while they may 
have had lullabies, they might not readily share this repertoire. It seems that these songs were 
abundant but unobtrusive; known but confined; public knowledge but private practice. Through 
his statement, Joyce leads one to more questions. If lullabies were abundant and valued for 
their beauty and delicacy, why did collectors not seek them out more often? Where, and when 
were lullabies sung, and by whom? 
 
2.6.3 The space of performance  
Regarding any form of singing, including lullabies, the location of singing, the participants 
involved, the time of day, the motivation to sing, can all affect which songs are selected, and 
how they might be sung. In the historical context, societal norms involving the space in which 
scholars such as Joyce and Petrie collected songs inevitably affected who was singing, what 
songs were chosen, and how they were sung. Many male-centric performance pieces with 
bawdy or explicit content, for example, might be kept for entertaining contexts of brotherhood 
or comradery – such as social singing in public houses or hunting clubs – as women were more 
generally absent from these areas. This also affects how one might sing a song in terms of 
technique, volume, and the inclusion or exclusion of words, phrases verses. 
Conversely, more female-centric songs and narratives would more likely be present in 
domestic contexts. These could include working in and around the house and occasionally 
hosting entertaining gatherings of friends and family around the hearth (Barclay 2013, 2014; 
Watt 2012; Arensberg and Kimball 2001). The convergence of occupational and entertaining 
functions within such settings could cause the lullaby to be potentially pushed out of the 
spotlight. It could also cause songs with soporific, yet mature characteristics – such as ‘The 
Mason’s Word’, to be discussed below – to be used in a multifunctional capacity, for both 
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lulling and entertainment purposes. Repertoire and technique choices were therefore 
determined based on the context and location in which the songs were sung, and who is doing 
the singing and listening (Ní Riain 2016; Shields 1993; Nic Amhlaoibh 2016; Lynch 2016; 
Turino 2008; Green 2008).  
This adds to the layered experience of songs and lullabies, and could be a contributing 
reason as to why lullabies are not as strongly represented in these publications. Physical and 
social spaces can be evidenced in the commentary of Petrie and Joyce. While Petrie relied more 
on repertoire that was mailed-in to him upon request, Joyce interacted more directly with the 
field, himself. For example, Petrie’s acquisition of published specimens often runs along the 
lines of “This march-tune – together with many other airs of great beauty which will be given 
in the course of this work – was sent to me by Mr. James Fogarty […]” (Petrie 1855:4). 
Conversely, Joyce often describes his personal encounters with informants. For example, he 
writes: “Taken down in 1847, from the whistling of William Sheedy, of Fanningstown, in the 
county Limerick” (Joyce 1873:20). 
There are, of course, instances within these collections of women and children 
providing songs, in both public and private spaces. So too are there instances of women singing 
more boisterous songs, and men singing occupational songs. However, the majority of 
repertoire collected in-person seems to have been by men, from men, in public spaces. This 
assertion correlates with the likely movement and correspondents these collectors would have 
had in the field based on societal norms (Jones Hughes 1965; Ó Madagáin 1985; Gamble and 
Mac Suibhne 2011). They would have been travelling through many towns, making 
acquaintances and finding repertoire in public spaces such as pubs, open markets or hotels. If 
one were invited into a home, bigger narrative songs and ballads – examples of amhráin mhóra 
noted earlier in this dissertation – involving themes of romance, loss, and heroics may have 
been prioritised by their hosts. 
The space of performance could be a contributing factor to the idea that lullabies were 
not predominantly considered when selecting repertoire for collections. Lullabies were more 
often sung in private spaces: in the bedroom or house and generally in the evening, at bedtime. 
Historical rural housing could certainly be considered a shared space, with many written and 
photographic examples existing, depicting individuals of several family units sharing smaller, 
open-plan accommodation (Fortune 2018; Ní Cheannabháin 2019; Barclay 2013; Arensberg 
and Kimball 2001; Gamble and Mac Suibhne 2011; Dennehy 2016). With this in mind, 
lullabies would have more than likely been sung and heard in these shared living spaces. 
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However, because of a certain level of routine and commonality, it is possible that they 
occupied a more inconspicuous and organic part of the domestic soundscape. 
Furthermore, perhaps lullabies were not withheld from collectors, but rather, their 
regular and domestic context was more than likely not at the same time or place as where and 
when songs were being collected. Lullabies could be sung other than at a child’s bedtime, such 
as when a child is becoming fussy in public places where collectors might attend. In one-room 
cottages,61 as well, there was much less private space. Perhaps more performative, ‘bigger’ 
lullabies, such as ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’, or ballads that can serve as lullabies, such as ‘The 
Mason’s Word’ (See Appendix 3), were voiced in such situations of shared space. These may 
have catered to the soothing needs of the child, while entertaining others in the house. Tim 
Dennehy explores this, saying: 
I think that in some cases the parent wouldn’t be on their own with the child, so they were 
singing songs that adults knew. And I think that the adults would be – very often the child 
would be put to sleep in the kitchen. They were living in very small, close quarters, so, there’d 
be a little cradle there, they’d be rocking the cradle and putting the child to sleep. So, I think 
they sometimes sang adult songs that were quite, kind of, a disturbing image, which doesn’t 
matter, since the child isn’t aware of the words. So, I think it may be that they were sharing 
songs, you know, that the adults are sharing songs, and at the same time, singing the child to 
sleep. 
 (Dennehy, T. 2016) 
Many of these houses took up a small footprint. There was often minimal allowance for light 
and fresh air, with one door, one to four windows, a thatched roof, and in some cases, walls of 
sod that required external bolstering from angled poles and pillars. If we consider societal 
constructs such as larger family units and close-knit communities, these small dwellings full 
of family and friends can be perceived as a commonality in historic Ireland (Ní Cheannabháin 
2019; Barclay 2013; Arensberg and Kimball 2001; Gamble and Mac Suibhne 2011). In a photo 
essay, compiled by Michael Fortune (Fortune 2018), several of William Alfred Green’s works 
captured this reality of rural Irish housing from the early-twentieth century and illustrated the 
living conditions of a large percentage of the population. 
Depending on the privacy of the bedtime routine in such houses, lullabies had the power 
to blur dividing lines of public and private space. The notion of singing “adult songs” 
 
61Dotted across rural areas, and making up small villages and suburbs across Ireland, the one-room cottage was a 
common form of accommodation up into the twentieth century, declining in use and being traded in for more 
modern accommodation throughout the 1900s. This cottage took up very little square-footage, with lighting and 
ventilation sources usually consisting of only a door and one to four windows. With walls of white-washed stone, 
or sod, thatched or slate roofing, and a loft serving as a second level – often where older children would sleep 
(Bhreathnach 2018) – several families could live within one unit, relying on community and shared-space living 
(Biagini and Daly 2017; Fortune 2018; Maguire 1847). 
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(Dennehy, T. 2016) in lullaby contexts is therefore more understandable. These shared contexts 
are instances in which lullabies might have been given notice as collectable songs by scholars 
in attendance, and likely how some of these selections eventually found their way into the 
manuscript tradition. With societal norms surrounding space, however, there are intertwined 
discussions of societal norms surrounding gender. 
 
2.6.4 Gender 
Lullabies, at their base, are a gendered practice through the biological role of women in 
childbearing, and the subsequent, more societal role, of childrearing. It was the norm in Ireland 
that the husband would go out de for his family. The wife, then, was responsible for the home 
and the wellbeing of her family (Arensberg and Kimball 2001; Barclay 2013; Fine-Davis 
2015). Caregiving and lulling therefore fell generally into the responsibility of the mother and 
female family and community members (Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; Mackinlay 2009). Gender 
is a subject with many folds that has recurred throughout the above reasons surrounding the 
appearance of lullabies in nineteenth-century song collections. It permeates questions of who 
parented, who sang, and who collected. Marina Warner makes note of these points in her 
writing, saying that “Authored variants of the lullaby are frequently by male writers […] and 
they tend to coax and soothe the child more smilingly than examples surviving in the 
anonymous, oral tradition. It is when such songs do not own up to their origins, when ‘Anon.’ 
remains certainly forgotten, that these apparently naïve and uncomplicated songs of 
reassurance touch on complex anxieties” (Warner 1998b:196). 
It seems that gender is an underpinning factor in the priorities, biases, and assumptions 
of collectors and informants. Gender also heavily influenced the space of performance: where 
collectors were looking for lullabies and where lullabies were normally sung. It is plausible 
that the vast majority of lullabies and other child-centric songs were, therefore, maintained 
within traditional feminine practices. Song knowledge and repertoire collected through these 
works can be seen as a male dominant field, with both collectors and informants being mostly 
men. Therefore, while examples of female informants are present in both collections, the 
woman’s voice was, perhaps unintentionally, sought out and represented less than the male 
perception of Irish traditional music and song.  
This shines through in Joyce’s publication, with thirteen songs, out of the 100, being 
credited to female informants, and forty-nine credited to male informants. However, this 
number is slightly ambiguous, as the remaining thirty-eight of these selections do not attribute 
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credit to a specific person or gender. Furthermore, the lullabies that Joyce includes are either 
not credited to a specific person or gender, or are provided by male singers. This further 
suggests that Joyce may not have actively sought out female informants, but instead noted the 
singing of women in exceptional circumstances. This could explain the emphasised 
appearances of Peggy Cudmore, her mother – Mrs Cudmore – and Alice Kenny in his works. 
These women are credited frequently, and noted for their vocal quality and range of knowledge 
around song (Joyce 1873).  
There are only two instances of Joyce recounting female singers in connection to what 
can be interpreted as lulling. The first example, ‘Along With My Love I Will Go’ – with 
different words from what Joyce gives, noted above – was sung softly by a poor woman to her 
child in the street at night (Joyce 1873:63). Though Joyce’s brother’s version that was printed 
was not for the purpose of lulling, with the knowledge of the poor woman soothing a child to 
this air, this song can be contextually interpreted as a lullaby. The other instance in which Joyce 
connects lulling to the female narrative is in his encounter with Alice Kenny, who provided 
Joyce with a vast store of “songs of all kinds, – love songs, keens, lullabies, execution songs, 
etc.” (Joyce 1873:42). However, the only song that Joyce published in connection to her, ‘An 
Ceó Draoigheachta’ (The Magic Mist), for which he neglected to include any lyrics. 62 
Regarding its text, he does, however, note that it “is one of those Jacobite allegorical 
compositions, that were so common in Ireland in the early part of the last century” (Joyce 
1873:42). One can tell that Joyce’s experience with Mrs Kenney was impressionable. He states, 
“I took down several [songs], and left her, determined to renew my visit at the first opportunity. 
But no opportunity came; and I have never seen poor old Alice from that day to this” (Joyce 
1873:42). It is intriguing that he did not include more of his findings from Mrs Kenny, 
considering his experience. 
There is also a facet of propriety that comes into play regarding historic song collecting 
in gendered spaces. As the woman’s space was generally situated within the home, it could be 
perceived as improper, at the time, for an unrelated man to visit a woman in her house (Ní 
Shíocháin 2019; Barclay 2013; Arensberg and Kimball 2001). Cases where this aspect of social 
etiquette was a nonissue would have been if religious figures came to visit. This is reflected in 
Father Richard Henebry’s collection, A Handbook of Irish Music. This collection does see as 
increased amount of female informants represented (Henebry 1928; Ní Shíocháin 2019). 
 
62That being said, Joyce does list sources where the lyrics are published, such as O’Daly’s Poets and Poetry of 
Munster (O’Daly and Madagan 1850; Joyce 1873:42). 
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Marina Warner addresses the disregard for the woman’s voice in previous generations, 
asserting that historic scholars considered lullabies to be “fribbles fit only for mere women and 
babies” (Warner 1998a:93 1998b:193). This rings true regarding the lack of social equality of 
the time. Despite these scholars’ apparent fondness of lullabies, it is possible that they were 
passed over for such reasons, being of seemingly lesser importance for preservation due to their 
creators and audience. Reiterated phrases throughout these publications, such as “rude”, 
“worthless” (Joyce 1873:17), “unfit” (Petrie 1855:57), or “unworthy of preservation” (Joyce 
1873:45), give a tone of condescension and dismissal that could have also been directed toward 
lullabies and other marginalised classes of song. Muireann Nic Amhlaoibh reflected to say: 
They [women] weren’t even [considered] musicians, or seen, they were hidden. So many 
women’s songs are lost. When I was researching songs, most of the songs that I saw were 
from the male viewpoint. There are far less female songs, female centred songs, because they 
weren’t collected, so they weren’t heard. They were in the home, they were singing them in 
the home, so, the lullabies are an important section of those. 
(Nic Amhlaoibh 2018) 
Veronica Doubleday’s work on women’s musical practices in Afghanistan sees connection 
with Nic Amhlaoibh’s thoughts. Doubleday also observed a clear disregard for musical 
practices on the basis of gender (Doubleday 2011; Fine-Davis 2015). 
 Considering the various reasons for the oversight of lullabies from these major 
collections, on the basis of gender, it is evident that it is interconnected with a variety of other 
contributing factors surrounding social conventions of nineteenth-century Ireland. These 
included occupations and duties, physical spaces and the implications of different aspects of 
parenting. Strict divisions between men’s and women’s roles left their mark on who collected 
songs, where, and from whom. Due to this imbalance, much of the folksongs, traditions, 
customs – even advancement and innovation – held in possession by women were often passed 
over as being of lesser importance (Nic Amhlaoibh 2018; Fine-Davis 2015). For this reason, 
many ‘women’s songs’, including examples of amhráin mhóra from a woman’s perspective, 
and female occupational songs such as spinning, waulking, and lullabies were left to evolve 
outside of written collection efforts.  
  
2.6.5 Lullabies are not always sung 
Though there are issues such as biases of class and gender to consider when questioning the 
oversight of lullabies in these historic song collections, there is also the practical point that 
lullabies are not always sung. This phrase can be taken several ways: ‘lullabies are 




2.6.5.1 Lullabies are not always sung 
The space of lullaby singing is not only often confined to the more private physical boundaries 
of the bedroom, but also to temporal boundaries of bedtime (de Cléir 2018). Outside of 
bedtime, lullabies can also be seen to “to soothe a fractious or sick child” (Porter 2001). 
However, soothing is not a constant need throughout the day. Instead, it is a tool that is called 
upon when the need for pacification arises. Though it may be a daily activity for some, the 
majority of people do not always sing lullabies. There are many daily activities and important 
points in life that are accompanied by musical activity. In comparison, lulling occupies a 
significant, but small, section of the musical soundscape that makes up Irish life.  
Unlike other subgenres of song that may have catered to a wider variety of contexts, 
lullabies were saved for a particular time when they were needed. Therefore, collectors may 
not have always readily been exposed to these songs so as to transcribe them. They likely heard 
a variety of songs throughout the entirety of the day, gathering examples as they heard them. 
 
2.6.5.2 Lullabies are not always sung 
It can be argued that lullabies may be delivered and perceived in various ways, some of which 
Joyce and Petrie may not have qualified within their standards of singing. Shields remarks on 
this in relation to the incomplete documentation of broadside ballads. He notes that “Musical 
records in themselves have, moreover, remained rare, partly no doubt because of qualities of 
performance which made writing them difficult and even left doubt whether their performance 
could be truly called ‘singing’” (Shields 1993:15). Shields also takes note of the parlando 
quality in the singing of the Irish tradition. This speech-like interaction with lyrics can make 
musical transcription challenging, and therefore repertoire may have been excluded. While 
these particular comments by Shields are concerning lullabies, it stands to reason that this 
would have been a recurrent issue throughout many genres of song.63 It is unclear if parlando 
was especially prevalent in lullaby singing in the nineteenth century. However, we can assume 
that lullabies would have maintained similar qualities of, and therefore presented similar 
challenges as other genres of the Irish song tradition. 
 
63Similarly, other lulling techniques and routines, such as nursery rhymes and stories, were not only noted by 
informants, but also collected in previous generations and centuries (McElligott 2017; Dunne and Dunne 2017; 
Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019; McGlynn 2018; Opie and Opie 1997). However, such material – if collected – would 
have gone into more literary collections of stories and storytelling than musicological collections of song. It 
therefore falls outside of the reach of this discussion. 
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Throughout interviews and scholarship, attention was also drawn to the middle space 
between song and speech within lullabies through monotone, extra-musical, and paralinguistic 
components, rather than clear and complete melodies and lyrics. These sources highlighted the 
use of vibration through humming, and chanting neutral vowels and vocables, to create a 
hypnotic monotone. Such features can be a deeply evocative and effective part of lulling and 
relaxation (McElligott 2017; Casey 2017; McGlynn 2018; Cormican 2018; Watt 2012; Daiken 
1959). Leslie Daiken commented on monotone within lulling, saying: “This power of 
monotony is an intrinsic element of lullabies. […] Of all our lulling songs, then, perhaps the 
oldest and most elemental is the croon without words. […] Thus, in music, no mesmeric power 
is quite so effective as the mother’s concentrated monotone” (Daiken 1959:35-36). 
Some of the lullabies accounted for in the collections of Petrie and Joyce lack any 
words. While it could be that collectors excluded their words from publication, it could also be 
that a similar practice was occurring and that these melodies were being sung on a hum or a 
neutral vowel. Like parlando, Daiken’s concept of monotone blurs what was be considered by 
collectors to be song, and therefore acceptable for publication. As nineteenth-century song 
collectors were pursuing musicological specimens, bedtime activity that fell outside of 
collectors’ perceptions of song or music. Examples of this include spoken story or singing and 
humming indistinguishable melody, or even short, simple melodic motifs. Such features as 
these might not have appeared to them as something worth noting. 
 
2.6.5.3 Lullabies are not always sung 
While the case can be made that not all lulling may have been considered song by these 
collectors, similarly, not all songs that were sung in lulling contexts may have been considered 
lullabies. Therefore, a song could have been sung with the intention to pacify a child, but as it 
may not have been designed to do so, these intentions – and, therefore, classification as a 
lullaby – may not have been noted by collectors. A custom coming out of living memory, using 
“adult songs”(Dennehy, T. 2016) to both pacify and entertain groups at home in shared spaces 
and contexts has been evidenced by and prior to Petrie and Joyce (Petrie 1855; Joyce 1873; 
Crofton Croker 2008; Shields 1993, 1981; Heaney 1983; Ní Cheannabháin 2019; Grattan Flood 
2008; Bunting 1797). 
In the variety of contexts where the act of lulling is apparent, songs used to lull are not 
bound strictly to lullaby repertoire. Ó Madagáin observes this, saying “songs from the general 
repertoire were sometimes used also with the lullaby function of putting the child to sleep. […] 
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And of course, songs of almost any kind could be used without any more specific function than 
to while away the time of monotonous work” (Ó Madagáin 1985:213). Indeed, whatever song 
that works for both the caregiver and the child can thus be considered, in some sense, a lullaby. 
This is not necessarily because these songs relate to lullabies in any way, but rather because 
parents and children personally find enjoyment and relaxation in them. They, therefore, fit the 
need for and intention of lullaby singing. 
As with ‘The Fields of Athenry’ – a lament and emigration song adopted as a sports 
anthem – the adaptation of a song’s use and function is based on several factors and musical 
characteristics. Several sea shanties, for example, with their constant, swinging rhythm, have 
made their way into the lullaby genre. Examples include ‘Lowlands Away’ and the Scottish 
‘Mingulay Boat Song’64 (O’Brien 2020; Redpath 1996; Roberton 1937). Selections within the 
collections of Petrie and Joyce would suggest that the collector may have heard certain songs 
in lulling contexts, yet with the song not being originally designed as a lullaby, they did not 
specify it as such in their commentary. Within these settings, perhaps collectors did in fact 
document lulling situations, but classified them within the general body of traditional song. 
Such examples from these collections, and more recent supporting cases will now be explored 
to consider the inclusivity of the genre, and some songs as adopted lullabies. 
 
2.7 The Inclusivity of ‘Lullaby’ as Reasoning for its Absence  
What is considered a lullaby is not always as clear. As discussed above, lines of categorisation 
can blur based on the preferences and intentions of the singer. The evident musical and textual 
qualities of lullabies that sometimes find resonance in non-lullaby repertoire can be reiterated 
here to include repeated musical and textual formulae. Lullaby metres, for example, are often 
lilting and gentle, adding to Joyce’s characterisation of lullabies as expressing “tenderness of 
feeling” (Joyce 1856:21). In terms of lyrical content – as Eilís Ní Shúilleabháin noted – 
“sometimes the words in lullabies don’t make actual sense. But I don’t think they meant to, 
because what you want is something you can rock along to. Well, like I say, lullabies were not 
meant to make sense” (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). While this statement runs slightly against 
 
64Interestingly, following the ‘Mingulay Boat Song’ in Hugh Roberton’s collection, Songs of the Isles, comes the 
lullaby ‘Morag’s Cradle Song’ (Roberton 1937; Mainly Norfolk, 2020). This publication is a further example of 
a collector’s alteration of or contribution to a song, as Roberton composed English words to accompany traditional 
tunes that he collected. Furthermore, it exhibits a cross-cultural facet of these arguments, as this is coming from 
the Scottish context. 
116 
 
the grain of this study to flesh out layers of deeper meaning in the genre, it serves the point that 
the term ‘lullaby’ is flexible and applicable to a variety of songs based on a singer’s intention. 
For example, if a singer chooses a song for the function of lulling based on its musical 
characteristics, its story may exclude it from the lullaby genre, while its use in a lulling context 
would bring it into this genre. Regarding the above sections discussing ways in which lullabies 
are not always sung, what one person considers to be a lullaby, another might consider as adult 
songs, storytelling, speech, or indiscernible chanting or humming (McElligott, 2017; Dennehy, 
T. 2016; McGlynn 2018; Casey 2017; Dunne and Dunne 2017; Daiken 1959; Watt 2012; Opie 
and Opie 1997). For some, the presence of words and stories within a song negates it as a 
lullaby. Conversely, there are many songs designed as lullabies, that are made up of complex 
literary structures. Furthermore, storytelling within lullabies can open the imagination and 
reflect the internal narratives of participants (Watt 2012; Daiken 1959).  
Storytelling has long been a valued aspect of singing, bedtime routines, discourse, and 
culture, and is not limited to lullabies or singing. It is a characteristic that both distinguishes, 
and significantly melds songs from varying genres, blurring lines and creating flexibility and 
inclusivity in what can be sung at a child’s bedtime. With this in mind, there is a large portion 
of song that can ride the line between lullaby and non-lullaby repertoire. Some may not have 
been designed as such, but eventually they may have been assimilated into a lulling routine, 
custom, and eventually a tradition. This is something that is not only evidenced in these 
historical publications but was consistently noted by informants throughout this research 
(Conway 2016; O’Donnell 2018; Howley 2017; Joyce 2018; de Cléir 2018; Dunne, M. 2017). 
Through this flexibility in the genre and practice, collectors may have procured such adopted 
and adapted songs without emphasising the lulling context surrounding them. There is at least 
one example of this in both Joyce and Petrie’s works. 
Returning to ‘Along With My Love I Will Go’ (Joyce 1873:63), Joyce was reminded 
of a song from his childhood while walking past a poor woman in the street, singing softly to 
her child. This clearly indicates a context of lulling and pacification and could have therefore 
been a lullaby in its original Irish lyrics, especially considering its roots within Joyce’s 
childhood memories. However, rather than highlighting this context and providing its Irish-
language lyrics, Joyce classifies it as a romantic love song, through his brother’s newer, 
English-language composition. Similarly, in Petrie’s collection, we find the song, ‘An 




This beautiful and highly characteristic melody was taken down, in 1815, from the singing of 
a fisherman's wife named Archbold […] The air was sung with a touching sweetness, for the 
purpose of soothing the irritability of a sick child; and, as the singer subsequently informed 
me, it was from the singing of her mother, under similar circumstances for herself, that she 
had learnt it in her own childhood. The words which she sang to it were English, and of the 
ordinary ballad kind […] 
(Petrie 1855:6) 
In this commentary, we find obvious signs of lulling and pacification through the woman’s 
singing in order to soothe a child. However, Petrie has not classified the song as a lullaby, and 
refers to the lyrics of the song as an ordinary ballad. Nothing can be definitively determined 
beyond this through Petrie’s commentary alone, however, as he does not include the lyrics of 
the song in his publication. The question can be posed if the exclusion of such songs from the 
lullaby genre – or an oversight of its inclusion – stems from the state of the child being sung 
to, whether they were being soothed into sleep, or if they were sick or upset. More recent 
thought on lullabies extends songs for comforting the fractious, sick or irritable child into this 
genre as they are functioning similarly as soothing agents (Porter 2001; Warner 1998a; Ó 
Madagáin 1985). However, the likes of Petrie may have made the distinction between a lullaby 
as a sleep song, and other songs that comforted for other reasons. This provides yet another 
possible explanation for their camouflage and absence. 
An early-twentieth-century example of the acknowledgment of such a distinction 
comes in Adelaide Gosset’s Lullabies of the Four Nations. Gosset notes: “The collection is 
limited (with few exceptions) to actual lullabies or hush songs, while cradle songs which are 
not at the same time lullabies are as a rule avoided” (Gosset 1915:vi). Gosset’s distinction can 
be considered this class of soothing agents to calm the sick or distressed child rather than to 
sedate a sleepy one. An interesting point of Petrie’s that may have brought this song outside of 
his perception of lullabies is that its words were of “the ordinary ballad kind” (Petrie 1855:6). 
Perhaps, despite its contextual features, the lack of evident lulling characteristics within the 
words excluded the song from lullabies in Petrie’s mind. 
A more recent case study that demonstrates both inclusivity and flexibility in lullabies, 
and the incorporation of balladry into the genre arises in the song ‘The Mason’s Word’. This 
inclusive aspect of lullaby singing first presented itself within this research through James 
Porter’s dictionary entry on the lullaby. Porter gives insight into the lullaby as a global 
phenomenon, draws on examples from around the world. He also incorporates ‘The Mason’s 
Word’ – an English-language example from Ireland – in connection to the importance of 
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balladry and storytelling in lullabies65 (Porter 2001). It is quite different from typical Irish 
traditional lullaby examples, and after analysis of its lyrics and background, it can be asserted 
that ‘The Mason’s Word’ was not originally designed for lulling. Rather, it was a night-visiting 
ballad that came to fulfil multiple purposes, being introduced into the genre through tradition 
bearer Eddie Butcher’s family traditions and Hugh Shields’ dissemination (Thompson 2019). 
In reference to its narrative construction Hugh Shields remarks: 
A girl will open the door to a young freemason only if he will tell her the Order’s secret word; 
but hearing that she would have to ride ‘a horned goat… for many a mile’, she lets him in 
without getting it. Pregnancy ensuing, her father marries them and endows Jamie, who, all the 
time, ‘still keeps the Mason’s Word.’ Not a typical ‘heiress come-all-ye’, still less a masonic 
song, this more-than-lyrical night visit illustrates the potential for narrative development in 
the various types of situational lyric already noticed in reference to Irish. 
(Shields 1993:105) 
While the content of this song can be briefly noted to emphasise its disjunctive nature in serving 
as a lullaby, it is important to acknowledge Porter’s reasoning for including this song as a 
lullaby in his definition, aside from its ballad-like qualities of storytelling. To begin, the leading 
exponent of ‘The Mason’s Word’, one who perpetuated its cultural legacy into the late-
twentieth century, is the Ulster singer Eddie Butcher.66 
Hugh Shields – a well-known collector of Irish traditional music and song from the 
twentieth century – worked extensively with Butcher, and other prominent Ulster singers. In 
doing so, he compiled repertoire and perspectives for publications such as Shamrock, Rose and 
Thistle: Folk Singing in North Derry or Dusty Bluebells (Shields 1981, 2019). Shields noted 
the popularity of ‘The Mason’s Word’ within Butcher’s family, saying, “according to family 
lore it served as a lullaby for at least two of Eddie’s children, who would get into the cradle 
when they were past the age for it in order to have it sung to them” (Shields 1981:119).67 From 
what Shields suggested, we cannot decisively say if Butcher brought this song into the lullaby 
genre or if it was passed to him as a lullaby by the previous generation. Regardless, though 
 
65The definition of balladry is a continuously debated topic within Ballad studies; however, it can be interpreted 
here to often include the first- or third-person retelling of a detailed storyline. They often consist of several verses 
of quatrains in AABA, or ABAB format. While metaphor is not a necessary qualification, these flourishes inject 
layered depth and a level of timelessness (Shields 1993; Toelken 1995; Turner 1996; McLaughlin 2018). 
66A tradition bearer from Ulster, Butcher came from a musical family, whose prowess in the song tradition 
spanned generations. He developed a vast repertoire that was actively passed to his children, students, and 
scholars. Hugh Shields was the primary source of scholarly writing on Butcher, having collected a great deal of 
his repertoire and documenting his unique singing style (Shields 1981, 1993, 2019). 
67 Interestingly, Shields’ accounts of Butcher’s lullaby singing are some of the only ethnographic 
acknowledgements of masculine lulling published by a song collector found in this research, further emphasising 
the deep feminine association with lullabies. 
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Shields’ work is not explicitly cited in Porter’s dictionary entry, it is likely Shields’ account of 
Butcher’s singing it as a lullaby that prompted its inclusion in Porter’s entry. 
But what drew Butcher – or a previous caregiver – to sing this song as a lullaby? While 
the song was not originally designed for lulling children, some of its musical and textual 
characteristics can be considered conducive to lullaby singing. The first verse of the song is 
given below, to highlight its ballad-like nature and orientation toward more mature audiences: 
You men and maids, I pray attend, now listen to me a while, 
It’s of a strange adventure that happened the other day: 
I’ll tell young lovers of a plan that they’ll not think absurd, 
How to gain their sweetheart’s favour by the curious Mason’s Word. 
(Shields 1981:118) 
The narrative of ‘The Mason’s Word’, though imbued in eloquent metaphor, is clearly 
designed as a bawdy night-visiting song, with trickery and seduction at the forefront. The song 
is lacking in child-directed content that would firmly anchor it as a lullaby, such as repeated 
nonsense vocables, refrains, or terms of endearment. Indeed, it lacks even a reference to a child, 
further distancing it from child-directed repertoire (McKerrell 2016; Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; 
Porter 2001; Thompson 2019). Its storyline is much more detailed and descriptive than most 
lullabies, with the most repetitive line of text being “the Mason’s Word” (Shields 1981:118). 
It is evident from the song’s lyrical complexity and mature storyline – though masked by 
metaphors – that it was aimed at adults, rather than children. 
However, themes that are resonant with lullabies are observed in ‘The Mason’s Word’. 
These include such masking metaphors that create vibrant imagery and an air of mystery. 
Further mystery is added through mention of the Freemasons, and fears over unknown perils, 
as the main character braves the stormy dark to meet his lover. Similarly, while its lyrical 
content may distance this song from the lullaby genre, its musical characteristics: modal 
tonality, triple metre, and the repetitive qualities of rhythm and melody create a desired 
hypnotic predictability that is a central soporific facet of lullabies (McLaughlin 2016; 
Thompson 2019; Casey 2017; Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Watt 2012; Daiken1959; Turner 1996; 
Tatar 2010; Porter 2001).  
It is therefore realistic to consider that in this epoch, song selections that were outside 
of lullaby repertoire functioned as both entertainment for adults and pacification for children. 
Though ‘The Mason’s Word’ was clearly not originally a lullaby and can be more suitably 
categorised as a night-visiting ballad, it is a testament to common characteristics strongly heard 
in both genres. It additionally possesses subtler defining features of lullabies, which help it to 
bridge any gap in aim and function. In detailing such examples from both Petrie and Joyce’s 
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collections, and more recently, it is clear that a song does not necessarily need to be designed 
as a lullaby in order to function as one. This could be one reason why they were not as apparent 
within these historic publications: they were not considered as lullabies by the collectors, 
despite serving a lulling function. 
 
2.8 The Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries, and Breandán Ó Madagáin 
As collection efforts have increased and diversified since the 1800s, there has been the 
opportunity to reach deeper into the tradition and to produce works that are focused on specific 
classes of song. A non-exhaustive list of results focusing on children’s songs, songs for children 
and lullabies that form a line of discourse surrounding the genre over the past century include: 
• Adelaide Gosset’s Lullabies of the Four Nations (Gosset 1915) 
• F.E. Budd’s A Book of Lullabies, 1300-1900 (Budd 1930) 
• Leslie Daiken’s The Lullaby Book (Daiken 1959) 
• Dorothy Commins’ Lullabies of the World (Commins 1967) 
• Nóirín Ní Riain’s Im Bim Babaro (Ní Riain 1987) 
• Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin’s A Stór Is A Stóirín (Ní Uallacháin 1994) and When I was Young (Ní Uallacháin 
2006) 
• Áine Ní Fhiaich’s Codail A Mhuirnín (Ní Fhiaich 2003) 
• Irene Watt’s An Ethnological Study of the Text, Performance, and Function of Lullabies (Watt, 2012) 
• Reijo Kekkonen’s Lullabies of the World (Kekkonen 2013) 
• Áine Ní Shúilleabháin’s Bróga Nua, volumes 1 and 2 (Ní Shúilleabháin 2016, 2018) 
• And most recently, Hugh Shields’ Dusty Bluebells, compiled posthumously by his wife, Lisa Shields, in 
association with the Irish Traditional Music Archive (Shields 2019). 
 
While the preservation of songs has increased through the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, 
the proportion of outputs focusing on lullabies, or indeed, the number of lullabies within more 
general sources remains a noticeable minority (Gosset 1915; Daiken 1959; Ó Madagáin 1985, 
1989; Warner 1998b; Watt 2012).  
Gosset notes this, saying “Many such (especially those orally gathered) being hitherto 
unpublished; the number which has appeared, as yet, in any anthology is comparatively small” 
(Gosset 1915:vi). Daiken also acknowledges this deficit, specifying that his work was 
“concerned more with the neglected aesthetics of the Nursery, rather than with its functionalism 
and its intrusive mechanics” (Daiken 1959:7). Indeed, within these listed sources, seven out of 
thirteen focus on lullabies, and a different set of seven focus on the Irish context. Similarly, 
several sources – while invaluable for this research – outline lullabies on a global scale (Daiken 
1959; Commins 1967; Kekkonen 2013), focus on the British Isles to include Ireland (Gosset 
191568), or focus more specifically on British and Scottish contexts (Budd 1930; Watt 2012). 
 
68Representing these four nations – England, Scotland, Ireland, and Wales – approximately in proportion, Gosset 
specifies a particular enamorment with Irish lullabies: “Speaking generally, the superiority of the lullabies of 
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Few publications have been found through this research that match the works of Petrie 
and Joyce in number of songs compiled and musicological commentary surrounding selected 
songs. Their collections continue to stand out as prominent resources for traditional singers and 
scholars. Some more recent and comparable examples include the works of Eibhlín Uí 
Choisdealbha (Uí Choisdealbha 1923), Sam Henry’s collection, compiled in the 1930s (Henry 
1990), Hugh Shields (1981, 1993), and Donal O’Sullivan (1960). While each of these sources 
include lullaby repertoire, they are not included in the list above, as they focus on general 
repertoire of the Irish song tradition. A resource that deserves recognition for its reflection upon 
and interpretation of these nineteenth-century song scholars is Breandán Ó Madagáin’s article, 
“Functions of Irish Song in the Nineteenth Century” (Ó Madagáin 1985). 
In eighty-six comprehensive pages, Ó Madagáin specifies diverse and converging 
functions and contexts of different song genres. He also outlines the importance of songs as a 
ubiquitous, as well as culturally specific phenomenon, and an embedded – indeed, saturated – 
aspect of nineteenth-century Irish life: 
We shall see that there was scarcely a form of human activity, literally from the cradle to the 
grave, into which song did not enter, so that old Ealasaid on the Scottish island of Eriskay 
could have been speaking for very many of her contemporaries in Gaelic Ireland when she 
said: Whenever I'm not saying my prayers I'm singing. Ever since I was a child I was not 
without the torraman of a song in my mouth. 
(Ó Madagáin 1985:131-132, quoting Murray 1936) 
With a fine-tooth comb, Ó Madagáin takes into consideration the upsurges and declines of 
musicking in Ireland through historical events such as penal transportation, emigration, and the 
Great Famine. He sifts through abundant sources to retrieve accounts of song joyfully filling 
the streets, articulating grief over lost people and possessions, as well as gaining and 
maintaining control of oneself and others. This abundance and power of song resonated with 
Iarla Ó Lionáird, who brought connection back to the sound structures of the Irish language: 
They just never stopped! They would as likely meet you and sing. Can you imagine a world 
like that? That would be like La La Land, wouldn’t it?! Imagine living in a musical. […] I 
mean just think about that for a moment. That was the world we had in Ireland! And you have 
to ask yourself, why did we have that world in Ireland? Well, I think we had that world because 
that was the normal carry on of the language and of the people. It was designed to be like that. 
The language was built from the ground up. With flexibilities, with sonorities, and with 
structures that lent it to music making. 
(Ó Lionáird 2018) 
Ó Lionáird’s thoughts help to articulate how it is possible, through the individual development 
of Irish culture and language, that such a musical soundscape and exuberance could be the 
 
Ireland and Scotland over those of England is apparent, and of all the songs none are more lovely than those of 
Ireland, where in more cases than one the lullabies exhibit an exquisitely lyrical rhythm” (Gosset 1915:v-vi). 
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norm. Indeed, Ó Madagáin draws from Arthur Young’s observations, who notes that his 
experience of the Irish people in the eighteenth century was “infinitely more cheerful and lively 
than anything we commonly see in England” (Young in Ó Madagáin 1985:133). 
Ó Madagáin elaborates on various functions of song in Ireland during the nineteenth 
century and is informed by Alan Merriam’s ten functions of musical practice (Ó Madagáin 
1985:136-137; Merriam 1964:218). He further extends this thinking within Ireland’s culturally 
specific circumstances. This is directly illuminating and helpful in this research, with the same 
set of ten functions grounding Irish traditional lullabies as ethnomusicologically outstanding 
practices. This is cross-referenced with emergent major themes later in this dissertation. Ó 
Madagáin builds on these functions to include: direct expression of intense emotion; the 
efficacy of song; indirect expression through entertainment; and the reflection of culture, 
aesthetics, and competition. He also addresses the multifunctionality of song and its ability to 
negotiate class and context. Song genres that he discusses include: Ossianic lays, keening, 
topical songs of humour, extempore singing, and songs of love, religion, exile, and occupation, 
the latter of which includes discussion on lullabies. 
Introducing occupational songs, Ó Madagáin draws from Joyce, saying “P.W. Joyce, 
describing the ubiquity of music and song in the Glenosheen of his youth, said, ‘You heard 
them everywhere [...] they were mixed up with people’s [...] occupations and daily life.’ […] 
he is describing not so much ancient Ireland as what he saw and heard around him as a child 
in Co. Limerick in the eighteen thirties” (Ó Madagáin 1985:196). Another point of resonance 
from interviews, song – specifically occupational song – defined and defines the parameters of 
daily activity and time (Ó Lionáird 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019; Burke 2016). 
Ó Madagáin notes pronounced characteristics of occupational songs, making them 
suitable for whatever work they were accompanying. He also discusses multifunctional, and 
widely applicable qualities of some work songs, specifying the song which Joyce and Petrie 
and O’Daly attribute to smith work, ‘Ding Dong Didilum’. This was also witnessed by O’Curry 
as a pacifier for children. Here again, O’Curry made a clear distinction between a song to pacify 
a child, and one to put a child to sleep. In O’Curry’s account, he refers back to the song’s 
origins in smith work, saying “such a measure of time as resembled, in some way, the striking 
of the iron on the smith’s anvil [...]” (O’Curry in Madagáin 1985:199). Ó Madagáin also notes 
the applicability of general repertoire to lulling circumstances, giving an example from a 




[…] his grandmother had a great liking for the love-song 'Mál Dubh an Ghleanna', and do réir 
is mar chuala mé is iomaidh uair a chealg sí chun suain mé leis [According to what I heard, 
many a time she lulled me to sleep with it]. And of course, songs of almost any kind could be 
used without any more specific function than to while away the time of monotonous work. 
(Ó Madagáin 1985:213) 
Interestingly, Ó Madagáin never specifies lullabies as a separate genre, but refers to lullabies 
and child pacification several times, and gives them emphasis as a form of occupational song. 
This implicit incorporation supports the lullaby’s present, but unpronounced position in song 
and social activity. Lullabies are one of the last occupational songs that Ó Madagáin details, 
after which he moves to more general luinigs69 and street cries. In addition to noting their 
primary function as sleep aids, Ó Madagáin also discusses a deeper, more supernatural level of 
lullaby functionality. He briefly but pointedly opens the possibility of lullabies serving as 
specialised communication across the veil, into the supernatural. He supports this by 
highlighting the frequency of supernatural content and interaction, including fairy abduction, 
within these songs. Finally, he questions whether these songs could have possibly functioned 
as an ancient form of protective charm against such kidnappings. 
These claims are reinforced and expanded upon by his subsequent article, “Gaelic 
Lullaby: a Charm to Protect the Baby?”. This later article highlights historic lyrical and 
ethnographic accounts specific to Irish traditional lullabies. By noting aspects of lullaby 
contexts, vocables, practices, and surrounding customs, he asserts that these songs are forms 
of ancient, protective rituals (Ó Madagáin 1989). Ó Madagáin alludes to this in his 1985 article, 
proposing a different theory for examples presumed to be incomplete or incorrect: “Instead of 
such being defective examples (which of course is quite possible) they might on the other hand 
be survivals of the original formula” (Ó Madagáin 1985:212). 
Ó Madagáin’s writing is salient in reflecting directly upon Petrie and Joyce’s 
perspectives on Irish traditional song and lullabies. It acts as a bridge of academic thought 
between nineteenth-century and contemporary scholarship, discourse, and practice. His article 
is illuminating in being illustrative of the Irish society from which much of the oral traditions 
of music and song come through into written record. This was a society that lived differently 
and had different relationships with what they sang and played. Ó Madagáin’s mediation of 
 
69Ó Madagáin does not elaborate on this term. However, George Farquhar Graham – in his The Songs of Scotland 
– details these as “in general very short, and of a plaintive cast, analogous to their best poetry; and they are sung 
by women, not only at their diversions, but also during almost every kind of work where more than one person is 
employed […] These songs generally animate every person present; and hence, when labourers appear to flag, a 




this differing perception helps to clarify the significance and functions of music, song, and 
lullabies within nineteenth-century Ireland from the twenty-first-century vantage point. 
 
2.9 Reflections 
Throughout this chapter, several epochs and approaches to lullabies have been considered in 
order to gain a deeper understanding of their historical placement and perception within Irish 
music and culture. By first approaching lullabies as na suantraithe – enchanted music of sleep 
– these songs find deep mythological grounding as one of the Three Noble Strains of Irish 
music. The Three Noble Strains are not lifeless artefacts of an ancient Ireland; however, they 
are concepts that continue through the transmission and composition of music. The affective 
nature of music and song lends itself to the characteristics of these three strains. This gives 
participants the ability to express, transform, and be transformed: to dispirit through na goltraí; 
to enliven through na geantraí; and to lull through na suantraithe. As Deasún Breatnach 
reflected on the ‘living’ tradition, in an opinion piece for The Journal of Music: 
‘Well,’ I replied, ‘I’m alive, even though it might not always seem so; and I have composed, 
played and sung the suantraí; and I can say the same for the geantraí, even if it was a while 
back; and, as for the goltraí, I suppose I have done more for them than anything else.’ Yes, 
the tradition lives, in both languages, even if some of it might be stronger, less confined, far 
less shy. 
(Breatnach 2002) 
The tradition lives, in different capacities, and the affective power of the Dagda’s strains 
continue. However, Breatnach’s final thoughts exhibit the main thrust for this chapter. The 
motivation behind this chapter came from seeking out a history of Irish traditional lullabies in 
major, seminal collections, and not finding proportionate or prominent results. The importance 
of the lullaby exhibited in the Three Noble Strains is present through sentiments expressed by 
both Petrie and Joyce, who acknowledge the widespread and commonplace nature of the genre. 
Yet there is minimal evidence of lullaby selections published to support their admiration. This 
establishes a paradox between what these authors felt, and what they disseminated. Therefore, 
this chapter has been dedicated toward exploring appearances of and perspectives surrounding 
lullaby repertoire in nineteenth-century scholarly discourse and publications, such as the works 
of Petrie and Joyce. 
This chapter presented several possible reasons for this infrequency of lullaby 
repertoire. These range from societal norms and constructs such as gender biases and 
interactions, and the appropriateness of space, to more complex topics that consider the 
multifunctionality of song, the lullaby’s placement within the daily activities, and the flexibility 
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of lulling practices. By way of this reasoning, whether conscious or unconscious on the part of 
collectors and informants, aspects of the song tradition – including lullabies – have become 
marginalised and muted in representation and importance over time. 
While some reasoning reflects an air of elite inaccessibility, and aspects of society with 
different codes of gender, morality, and appropriateness, further reasoning can be seen as quite 
pragmatic. One explanation, possibly the most fitting, being implicitly put forth by Ó Madagáin. 
His categorisation of lullabies placed them within occupational songs. In this sense, lullabies 
were a specialised subgenre song, designed for certain functional occupations. While both 
Petrie and Joyce represented different aspects of occupational song, delving deep into specific, 
specialised subgenres such as this was perhaps not an intention of these Romantic collectors. 
The objective of Joyce and Petrie’s published works was to disseminate previously unpublished 
material that bore nationalistic veins of antiquity, uniqueness, and representative qualities. In 
their curation, there was a coordination with the pacing of their readership’s life and interests.  
Lulling may have been a daily activity, but it was not the only one. People were 
experiencing the totality of life and were reflecting, chronicling, contemplating, and 
transmitting this totality through song in its entire capacities. Therefore, it could be that lullabies 
seem to be underrepresented in these collections because these collectors were focused on 
exhibiting this range of nuance within the Irish traditional music genre. In doing so, this 
inconspicuous and daily visitor to people’s musical routines and domestic soundscapes may 
have had higher chances of being marginalised and underrepresented. Through these 
publications, we see the breadth of Irish song, with its depth in various subgenres being implied.  
Joyce, Petrie, and their contemporaries attempted to comprehensively represent Irish 
song in all of its manifestations, one of which being lullabies. It does not mean that because 
their publications are not overflowing with diverse Irish lullaby repertoire that the lullaby was 
not in practice or that they were negligent or discriminatory. Indeed, despite reasoning for their 
absence, quoted testimony from both Joyce and Petrie exhibit the affections that nineteenth-
century scholars held for the genre. It is unfortunate, however, that they did not follow this 
affection through to more fully account for lulling traditions further back in history.  
Through this chapter’s historical contextualisation of Irish traditional lullabies, the value 
placed on these songs, and their representation as mythological roots, literary devices and 
aspects of pacification have been explored within nineteenth-century song collections. 
Historical perception and discourse has been reflected upon as more modern developments from 
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries were considered. This chapter has not, however, 
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investigated the lullabies, themselves, in substantial detail. Moving into the next chapter, the 
stories of the four focus lullabies of this dissertation – ‘Bog Braon’, ‘Éiníní’, ‘Seoithín Seo-
hó’ and ‘Hó-bha-ín’ – will be illustrated and analysed so as to access aspects of folkloric 
connection, symbolism, and expression of emotions and relationships. Through such 
engagement, a deeper sense of culture, identity, and emotions encapsulated in these songs can 
be accessed. This will further inform the relationships reflected through these songs, and 




Chapter 3  
Story and Narrative Content: Analysis 
 
While Chapter 2 has considered the context of lullabies within Irish traditional music, history, 
and culture, here we will explore at a deeper level the composition and possible interpretations 
of the stories of this dissertation’s four focus lullabies in order to investigate layered meanings. 
In doing so, we will gain further understanding of some of the culturally relevant folkloric 
content enfolded in these songs as they pertain to singers, caregivers, and Irish society. Moving 
from this point into the next chapter, timeless aspects of caregivers’ narratives will be analysed 
through emerging themes within these stories and overlayed onto Alan Merriam’s framework 
of ten musical functions (Merriam 1964). This will support and emphasise the lullaby’s 
enduring importance as a musical and social practice. The content of these lullabies, including 
their vocables, endearments, and stories, is examined now in detail. We will consider 
expression of thought and narrative through explicit and metaphorical language, folkloric, and 
historical representations, and their enduring capacities. 
There is the proposition that any artful, mediated form of narration is a processed 
representation or performance of experience: a narrated series of events and emotional states, 
presented to engage the mind and evoke a potent emotional response, rather than being the 
experience itself (Chatman 1978; Watt 2012; Atkinson 2016; Shields 1993; Meyer 1956; 
Turner 1996; Toelken 1995). For example, songs like ‘Róisín Dubh’70 can instil both a sense 
of political action as well as bring singers and listeners briefly to the bedside of a dying lover. 
This would depend on how they interpret and understand the song text and the associations the 
song has made with socio-political attitudes and events. While it is certainly true that any art 
has the capacity to evoke experience and emotion through representation, there is also the case 
of direct expression, rather than representation of past events and narratives, through art. This 
can be seen in more extempore genres of song, such as lullabies (Watt 2012; Ó Madagáin 1985; 
Nic Lochlainn 2017; McLaughlin 2018; Shields 1993; Daiken 1959; Petrie 1855).  
Irene Watt returns to this concept throughout her dissertation as she negotiates between 
text – what the piece consists of – and context – the environment in which the text is being 
reiterated (Watt 2012). These two aspects of story therefore require separate but related 
 
70Traceable to the 1600’s, but likely extending further back in time, ‘Róisín Dubh’ is one of the most well-known 
and oldest recorded political songs of Ireland, stemming from a lyrical love song (Conway 2016; Goan 2018; Ó 




analysis. There are similarities between this study and Watt’s approach, as this dissertation also 
looks into traditional lullaby lyrics, while being informed by contextual components of 
informant experiences. The stories of these songs can, therefore, be interpreted as narrative 
outlets of direct and powerful expression.  
Depth of meaning, however, is dependent not only on the creator’s intentions, but also 
recipient interpretation. This causes a piece of art, story, and narrative to have the capacity for 
a wide variance of interpretations: from surface-level, direct meaning, to deeper, more implicit, 
symbolic meaning. There are also cases where one’s interpretation is void of meaning. Not 
only is deeper, implicit meaning not perceived, but also the direct presentation of whatever it 
is that is subject to meaning. Muireann Nic Amhlaoibh noted in interview that sometimes these 
connections are not made until it is brought to the recipient’s attention, saying that “I think 
that’s how that song was used. Long ago anyway. I don’t know about now. I don’t think people 
think about it. I think they just sing them. Until someone […] comes along and starts opening 
up the discussion anyway” (Nic Amhlaoibh 2018). Meaning can therefore be an individual 
endeavour, reliant on one’s knowledge, experiences, awareness, values, society, and culture.  
Mary McLaughlin drew from Barre Toelken’s work when contemplating the validity 
in multiplicity of meaning, saying: 
a folksong should not be taken at face value as layers of meaning will be lost if the focus is 
on the text alone and does not include the story, whether implicit or explicit. Barre Toelken 
sees this matrix as an enriching factor when examining traditional song and story.  
A story or a song almost never means just one thing, and thus scholars should not decide 
on a particular “correct” interpretation, but should explore the multiple aspects of a text to 
bring as many as possible forward into a conscious field of vision.  
(Toelken 1995 p.12)  
Toelken further considers, particularly in the case of folksong that is ‘anonymous’ that there 
is a rich reservoir of human interaction with the song that has grown over generations so that 
the song takes on its own identity, no matter what the original intent was:  
The succession of singers who have sung them and the understanding of audiences modify 
and shape their wording, as well as their styles, structures and meanings. When a composed 
song moves into oral circulation, its usage and meaning, its very articulation, becomes more 
and more related to the living cultural world in which the singers live and less tied to the 
particularized ideas of its original composer.  
(Toelken ibid.)  
While agreeing with Toelken’s observations at one level, I think it is important to also examine 
the story, if it is available, especially in the case of song ‘fragments’. The narrative element 
of the traditional song is fundamental to the original composition; if there is only a fragment 
of the song remaining, that narrative element can often be lost, highlighting the importance of 
the story, even though we have to allow for the possibility that the story too has been shaped 
and modified. 
(McLaughlin 2018:94) 
The notion of folksong that is ‘anonymous’ is particularly relevant in this study. Lullabies are 
a class of song that have notably been transmitted through generations by anonymous feminine 
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figures of caregivers and mothers (Warner 1998b). These thoughts from both Toelken and 
McLaughlin on the multi-layered meaning that songs accumulate (as well as possibly 
deteriorate) over time through individual interpretation and experience is a further point of 
connection. By considering the potential for meaning and relationship within lullaby stories, I 
acknowledge previously established interpretations of these songs and their story contents. I 
draw on ethnographic and written perspectives of social systems, history, folklore, belief, and 
metaphorical language to present the capacity for even further interpretation of Irish traditional 
lullabies. This presentation of deeper meaning through a range of interpretations is therefore 
an axis around which this dissertation turns. Its aim is to position lullabies as a profoundly 
important aspect of parenting, relationships, and society through specific focus within the Irish 
traditional song genre. 
 Presenting a story within the song is an aspect of lullabies that can be engaging for both 
child and caregiver (Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; Warner 1998b). Lullabies can reflect carefree 
enchantment, frightening entrapment, comfort, and serve as a warning. This is dependent on 
the layered meanings of the story, the singer’s intent upon delivery, and the listener’s reception 
and interpretation of the story (McLaughlin 2018; Warner 1998b; Tatar 2010; Shields 1993). 
This is an aspect of song that extends beyond childhood, as Janet Howley described, in 
interview, “I have always loved to sing […] I loved from an early age how some songs told a 
story” (Howley 2017). 
 The stories presented in lullabies are not only for entertainment, however. Music, song, 
and story have long been tools to construct imagined scenarios, objects on which to place certain 
rituals, and facilitators to express inarticulable emotions. The lullaby is an efficient setting to 
achieve these objectives. Through their stories, participants can interpret imaginative and 
fantastical worlds, and use their narrative landscapes to process more difficult emotions, 
situations, and life events. When asked about what stood out to her as essential aspects within 
lullabies, Nóirín Ní Riain reflected that: 
I would think of storytelling, and the importance of storytelling too, which of course a lullaby 
is, because you’re telling the story of a mother, you know and that – a very deep time in her 
life. So, I would think that they are as essential as storytelling in twenty-first-century Ireland. 
(Ní Riain 2018) 
For many informants in this research, the story content of lullabies, and the act of storytelling 
was of major significance. Indeed, where lullabies and musical practice did not enter their 
routines, stories were still present. For example, Aideen Dunne remarked on memories of her 
father, and her bedtime routines with her children: 
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I do remember dad making up stories all right. Like ‘The Sleepy Fox’ and ‘Mrs. Owl’, ‘The 
Shepherd, The Dog’ [...] But I didn’t do the singing, really. The nursery rhymes, you know, 
some of the nursery – ‘Twinkle, Twinkle,’ and ‘Baa, Baa Black Sheep,’ and all those, the 
usual stuff […] what I used to, with the kids, I used to always read to them every night, and 
sit with them, and it was a very nice time because, you know, you’re kind of cosy with them 
in bed, you know, you lie in the bed with them and read with them, and I’d fall asleep! 
(Dunne, A. 2017) 
Stories in songs for children and lullabies have long been a method for caregivers to ignite 
imagination and wonder. Not only can this help to express the caregiver’s thoughts, but it also 
engages with big issues and big emotions from the more innocent vantage point of the child 
(Burkez 1999; Goddard Blythe 2015). Tim Dennehy recalled his mother’s singing and use of 
story through song as a way to maintain the domestic unit: 
My mother would often find herself on her own, raising, you know, six children because my 
father, my dad would be gone abroad to work, or he would be gone elsewhere to work, so she 
had to find a way to keep us entertained and keep us all connected, and I think song might 
have been one of those ways. 
(Dennehy, T. 2016) 
Within the stories of lullabies, one can find reflective narration of a parent and child’s 
surroundings, lifestyle, community, inner thoughts and feelings. Whether to provide an 
educational parable for the child (Turner 1996), to express caregiver’s emotions of love, fear 
or frustration, or to detail one’s surroundings, the lullaby can be an outlet of narration for 
caregivers. Barre Toelken accessed this point, saying: 
Folksongs, dependent as they are on styles, colorations, nuances, and ambiguities of spoken 
language and the ongoing creative variations of musical expression, thrive on the 
suggestiveness and multiplicity of possibilities inherent in culturally shared arenas of 
vernacular performance, negotiation, and discourse. Because so many levels of perception are 
simultaneously engaged, a folksong is worth a thousand pictures, for it expands our 
engagement with meaning beyond the visual plane. And yet, for this to be perceived and 
experienced with force, the song must be encountered in its unique reality – while it is being 
sung. 
(Toelken 1995:20) 
Nóirín Ní Riain gave further insight into the connective nature of lullabies through their stories, 
tapping into Jung’s “universal collective” (Jung 1978), saying that: 
[…] without our stories, we are nothing, you know. And everybody has their own story. We 
[Ireland] have a beautiful little proverb that says ‘Mo sceal fein, sceal gach daoine’, which 
means ‘My story is everybody’s story’. And so too I think that lullabies then too span that 
universal side of women. 
(Ní Riain 2018) 





This is a feature of many traditional lullabies, in which the lyrics express the loneliness or 
sorrow felt by a mother and are a comfort to her when her husband might be at war or at sea, 
or she being abducted by the fairies. The lullaby was as much to comfort herself as the baby. 
(Ní Uallacháin 2017) 
Marina Warner dealt extensively with this aspect of the lullaby stories, and what they represent:  
Like fairy tales, fables, ballads and other vernacular forms of storytelling and poetry, these 
songs have been made by a nameless mass of illiterate and forgotten people “whose labour 
made our world,” as Angela Carter remarked. 
(Warner 1998b:192-193) 
Warner’s remarks support Ní Riain and Ní Uallacháin’s thoughts on expression of the mother 
through lullabies, and bring storytelling to the fore in the lullaby’s capacity for narration of 
internalised thoughts and feelings. Informants found lullabies to be not only a place of self-
expression but also an opportunity for discussion of life lessons (Turner 1996). While Karan 
Casey acknowledged that there was not always a very deep intent behind her lullaby singing 
with her children, she did emphasise their educational value, saying: 
I think there’s a lot of that [sinister content] in children’s stories […] because I think it’s the 
space for us to have that kind of discussion with them. And I think children are very clever, 
and they want things explained to them. And they know and perceive things. And I think those 
stories and narratives are ways of describing them in a gentle way. 
(Casey 2017) 
Casey added that the incorporation of difficult lessons of life, such as death or loss, “normalises 
[or] brings it into a discussion” (Casey 2017). She later noted that expression, more generally, 
of caregiver anxieties could be seen through lullaby narration. Indeed, several informants 
reiterated the educational and preparatory purposes of incorporating of darker aspects of life 
into lullaby narratives (Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Casey 2017; Nic Amhlaoibh 2016 2018; 
McLaughlin 2016; Bhreathnach 2018; Ó Lionáird 2018; Dennehy, T. 2016; Cormican 2018). 
 Through these songs the caregiver has the opportunity to communicate such opinions 
and information within the safe, private context of the bedtime routine. Sounded very clearly 
is the love that a caregiver might have for a child. Additionally, frustrations, fear, resentment, 
and other emotions and topics of a taboo nature that relate to caregiving, are given room to be 
experienced, expressed, and processed. These features of lullabies incorporate themes of 
education and comfort. The content of these stories range from innocent to sinister. They 
represent not only the entrancement of a child’s thoughts or distraction of a caregiver from 
menial tasks (Ó Madagáin 1985; McGlynn 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018), but they also 
convey the caregiver’s inner world. They can serve as a canvas for caregivers to deal with 
aspects of themselves, their relationships and their community. This comes in line with 
Toelken’s thoughts on the depth within folksong. He notes: “A Folksong is not simply a poetic 
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utterance with a tune attached; rather, it is unique kind of performative expression and seems 
to be the musical dimension that provides the incredible dramatic clarity that characterizes 
Folksong and ballad" (Toelken 1995:21). 
We will now look into the text of the four focus lullabies of this dissertation to present 
existing, and propose additional interpretations, for their deeper, more implicit and literary 
meanings (Toelken 1995; Turner 1996). Each song is presented with a brief outline and 
background, followed by an overview of their story content. After this, notable folkloric 
elements, and aspects of interpretation are investigated from the story and detailed further. 
Then the narrative and layered meaning of each lullaby are taken into consideration following 
these analyses and interpretations. While I do propose additional interpretations of the lyrics, 
through these analyses, it is not my intention to assert that any particular interpretation is more 
likely or veritable than another. As has been elaborated above, interpretations and depth of 
meaning are dependent on individual reception, connection, and acceptance. Nor are the 
interpretations highlighted in this dissertation the only ones present in the tradition. There are 
very likely many more folkloric connections, interpretations, and possibilities existing that 
were not encountered through this research. Rather, I present findings that I have derived 
throughout this research. I propose these interpretations alongside previously established 
interpretations of these songs. Key parts of the lyrical content of these songs are incorporated 
throughout this chapter, and that the lyrics, in their entirety, are given in Appendix 3. 
 
3.1 ‘Bog Braon’ 
‘Bog Braon’ is one lullaby that was referred to frequently throughout ethnographic fieldwork. 
Likely to be the youngest out of the four focus lullabies, evidence of ‘Bog Braon’ does not 
appear before the twentieth century71 apart from one instance from 1897. In this reference, the 
refrain is partially present within what seems to be a larger poem. However, the verses of the 
lullaby are not included (Mac Néill 1897). ‘Bog Braon’ has also been recorded extensively 
through both artistic and ethnographic outputs. Within these versions, minimal change of 
musical and textual make-up is observed. Some versions entitle the song ‘Cuir A Chodladh’, 
or ‘Cuir A Chodladh An Seanduine’ (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Cormican 2018; Lomax 1951; 
Ó Cróinín 2000:94; Ó Lionáird,1997); however, the musical and textual make-up of the song 
remains very much the same. The musical notation for ‘Bog Braon’ can be found below: 
 
71Dáibhí Ó Cróinín’s collection of Bess Cronin repertoire dates this song – titled ‘Cuir a Chodladh’ – to at least 





Figure 5 Musical Notation for 'Bog Braon' 
‘Bog Braon’ is a fixture in the current landscape of Irish traditional lullabies. It has been present 
in many written forms, and taught to children through school programmes for an extended 
period in the last century. This latter aspect of appearance emerged throughout ethnographic 
interviews. Many – generally between 40 and 70 years old – stated that they had either learned 
this song from the singing of older family members, such as parents or grandparents, or in 
school. Eilís Ní Shúilleabháin and Elaine Cormican noted that they often teach this lullaby to 
both younger music classes, as well as in university-level Irish song lessons. Both informants 
tend to choose this song because its range of vocabulary and repetitive melody makes it 
particularly achievable for students with little Irish or musical experience (Ní Shúilleabháin, 
E. 2018; Cormican 2018). 
 
3.1.1 ‘Bog Braon’: Story Content 
The lyrical content of ‘Bog Braon’ consists of three verses with a chorus. The main thrust of 
its narrative is through the singer’s requesting that an seanduine (the old man) be given various 
foods, and to be put to sleep, after washing his feet. The foods offered are a hen’s egg with 
butter, soup, and either fresh bread or fresh meat, depending on the version. There is a fourth 
verse, which was collected from Eilís Ní Shúilleabháin, in which the singer remarks on how 
lovely the child is, “and isn’t he taking a long time to go to sleep” (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). 
This bears an air of exasperation with the child as he continues to evade sleep. 
It is ambiguous as to what exactly constitutes the chorus of this song. While the song 
is commonly known as ‘Bog Braon’, and the verse starting with “bog braon” is often repeated 
and referred to as the chorus, there are other formats that lead one to a different conclusion. 
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The verse beginning with “cuir a chodladh” breaks away from bringing offerings to the old 
man and brings the song back to the lulling-centric words of ‘go to sleep’. Additionally, this 
verse sees a shift in the melody that could signal it as the chorus. While all of its verses move 
up from the tonic to the third scale degree of the song’s key, the verse beginning with “cuir a 
chodladh” makes a descending leap of a major sixth from the upper tonic down to the third 
scale degree. This augmentation and upward modulation in pitch range could lead one to 
believe that, while the first verse may be more widely known, the chorus of the song could, in 
fact, be the second verse, beginning with “cuir a chodladh”. 
 It is interesting to note the orienting factors within this lullaby: its narrative perspective, 
direction, as well as its subject of interest. Various theories exist as to the identity of the 
seanduine. However, the seanduine is not the directed audience within the song, but rather 
whom the narrator is singing about, to another party. For example, the singer relays “a hen’s 
egg for the old man” (Gramore 2006b) rather than ‘you old man’. It is therefore unclear to 
whom the singer is directing their narrative: to the child, or to a third party that is also within 
the lulling situation. Perhaps it is reflexive, and the singer is saying these things to themselves 
with reference to the seanduine. These questions – ‘To whom is the caregiver singing?’, ‘Who 
is the old man?’, ‘What is the warm drop?’ and more – add to what the singer is saying through 
this song. Several possible explanations for these questions are considered below. 
 
3.1.2 ‘Bog Braon’: Folkloric Connections 
This song was found by most informants of this research to be more straightforward, and not 
incredibly deep in terms of layers of meaning or connection into aspects of folklore and belief. 
That being said, several also noted its peculiarity, such as Muireann Nic Amhlaoibh who stated 
that “the analogy there is that the old man is actually the baby. […] That’s a bit of a weird one, 
I think, actually […] that they’re feeding him wine or, (laughs) washing his feet. It’s a strange 
one” (Nic Amhlaoibh 2018). It seems that several elements within ‘Bog Braon’ draw curious 
attention and beg further inquiry. These include the substance and salience of the warm drop, 
the significance of offering foods and services – such as washing the feet of the old man – and 




3.1.2.1 An Seanduine 
The “seanduine”72 (old man) is the central focus of this song. While the warm drop is a 
recurring phrase, and often the song title, the consistent flow of food and drinks are being 
offered to this character. The question remains, however, who or what is the old man? There 
are several possible explanations for this identity, depending on literal, metaphorical, and 
folkloric interpretation, which can further affect how the food and drink are perceived. 
 Is the seanduine an affectionate term for an infant, or is the song referring to an old man 
in the literal sense?73 A case can be made for both. Indeed, some informants have found this 
lullaby to be a substantial piece within the tradition, highlighting its unique quality of being 
directed to an old man rather than a child, as noted above (Cormican 2018; Nic Amhlaoibh 
2018). Similarly, Róisín Ní Ghallóglaigh noted “I just loved it. It’s so nice. It’s so pretty, it’s 
so simple. And I like the image of the little old man. And that, kind of, connection too, that a 
baby can look like a little old man” (Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018). Such connection between lullabies 
and the older generation also brings up the potential application of lullabies in caregiving across 
the age spectrum, such as adult or palliative care. This was not only mentioned in Irene Watt’s 
doctoral dissertation, but also by several informants for this research (Cormican 2018; Ní 
Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019; O’Donnell 2018; McGlynn 2018; Watt 2012).  
With the seanduine representing an old man, the food and drink listed can be interpreted 
as his evening meal, with a cup of tea or glass of whiskey to end the night. The phrase “nigh a 
chosa” (and wash his feet) adds an interesting angle to this theory. While it would be quite 
common to help a child with washing activities, and such features appear in some children’s 
songs (Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2012, 2018), this is also a commonly accepted caring practice to 
help adults with limited mobility in their washing.  
 
72A question of gender arose with this term. ‘Seanduine’ directly translates as ‘old person’ rather than ‘old man’. 
Several informants acknowledged the neutrality of the term and noted the connotation of masculinity through 
cultural knowledge (Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018; Bhreathnach 2018). One informant agreed with this cultural 
knowledge of masculinity, but also suspected that this term – as opposed to ‘seanfear’ (old man) or ‘seanbhean’ 
(old woman) – was used due to the number of syllables and rhythmicity of the line (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). 
A contrasting image is given in the songbook, Láirín Ó Lúrtha, which illustrates an elderly woman with the child 
resting on her lap as she holds her tea (Ó Tuama and Costello 1985). Speaking with Irish language specialists at 
the University of Limerick, it was confirmed that ‘seanduine’ would rarely be used in the feminine sense, and that 
it is often found interchangeable with ‘seanfear’ (old man). Furthermore, it was noted that the ‘seanduine’ of ‘Bog 
Braon’ is certainly masculine, due to the inclusion of the séimhiú (a lenition in which the noun is modified with 
an ‘h’ inserted after the first letter of the word, depending on the gender of the possessive pronoun) in the phrase 
“ní a chosa”, (wash his feet) (Nic Giolla Chomhaill 2020; Considine 2020). 
73In interview, Iarla Ó Lionáird noted another interpretation of seanduine that he had heard in the past: that it was 
a nickname for an early version of the hot water bottle, made out of earthenware (Ó Lionáird 2018). This is the 
only reference to this interpretation that I have come across thus far, and it would need to be further inquired to 
definitively confirm anything. 
136 
 
There is also the practice of feet washing as a religious act and in rituals of humility 
and kindness. For example, this is a symbolic gesture in the Catholic Church to represent Christ 
washing the feet of the twelve apostles at the Last Supper and can be observed around the time 
of Lent (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2020). Furthermore, extending into discussions of post-
mortem, an aspect of preparing a corpse for their burial rites can include feet washing (Mills 
2018). This injects a potent ritualistic interpretation into the phrase “nigh a chosa”, creating 
room to consider the liminal potential within the song. As with the liminality of laments – 
bringing the deceased from this world to the next, and the grieving from a state of mourning to 
a state of acceptance (McLaughlin 2018) – lullabies provide a similar transformative space for 
one’s emotions. They also aid in bringing the lulled from a state of wakefulness into sleep. 
Eilís Ní Shúilleabháin noted the historical relevance of washing feet, stating:  
[…] as you can imagine, smaller kids, you know when they’ve just started to walk. Lots of 
kids would walk around barefooted for most of the day, you know, leading to dirty feet, but 
they’d have to be washed before they go to bed. So, put him to sleep, but wash his feet first. 
(Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018) 
With that said, while a case can be made for the seanduine being an old man in the literal sense, 
the commonly accepted interpretation is that this is a nickname for the baby being lulled (Nic 
Amhlaoibh 2018; Ó Lionáird 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; McGlynn 2018; Cronin and Ó 
Cróinín 2000; Vallely and Vallely 1961; Ó Tuama and Costello 1985). Ní Shúilleabháin added 
to this, noting its use as an endearment for the youngest infant son, saying: 
I know lots of the students until I explained it, would be confused by this, ‘What do you want 
to sing a lullaby for an old man for?’ (laughs). But I guess it was a kind of a nickname that 
went of the youngest male child, so you put the seanduine the little old man to sleep, right. 
(Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018) 
While the elderly person illustrated is a woman, Ní Shúilleabháin’s comment is supported by 
the commentary on this song in Ó Tuama and Costello’s songbook, Láirín Ó Lúrtha (Ó Tuama 
and Costello 1985). In other interviews, such as with Iarla Ó Lionáird, it was noted that the 
eldest son of the family could bear this nickname (Ó Lionáird 2018). Ní Shúilleabháin’s last 
verse, while still referring to the seanduine, gives further evidence of him being a young child, 
as they lyrics praise him, yet show the familiar frustration found in a child’s bedtime with 
“Nach deas é? ’s nach fada go gcodlaíonn sé” (Isn’t he lovely? And isn’t he taking a long time 
to go to sleep) (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). With the interpretation of the seanduine as an infant, 
the food and drink offered raise further questions, as infants and young children do not always 
eat the same food – certainly not the same proportions – as adults.  
137 
 
One final theory that I present for the old man’s identity takes a supernatural stance, 
which could explain offering an assortment of food and drink to both an old man and a baby. 
That is that seanduine could be a nickname for the child, but also a reference to a changeling 
presence. This is quite a unique interpretation of the seanduine in ‘Bog Braon’, as – to the best 
of my knowledge – this connection has not been made before in written or recorded outputs. 
In interviews, a supernatural seanduine did not arise often, with only one informant connecting 
‘Bog Braon’ to changelings, in the form of a question, saying “there’s something about 
changelings or something, isn’t there?” (Nic Amhlaoibh 2018). However, given previous 
descriptions of changelings, and associated customs and conduct in folklore and history, it is 
an interpretation worth considering. The changeling is a character and concept of folklore that 
will thread its way through all four focus songs. It is a prominent aspect of belief surrounding 
children, pacification, and sleep in the Irish tradition.  
It is not the focus of this study to delve too deeply into this archetype. However, as it is 
such a pronounced and reiterated feature within these lullabies, it is important to highlight its 
background, characteristics, and implications. These have been described in historic and 
folkloric material, as well as interpreted by interviewees, scholarship, and this research. As 
described previously, the changeling is a supernatural being within Irish folklore that was used 
by fairies as a replacement for the healthy human children that fairies would abduct for various 
reasons (Bourke 1998; White 1976; Nic Lochlainn 2017; Dennehy, E. 2016; Monaghan 2004). 
Several thoughts are put forward as to what the changeling is. Some note it as a specific type 
of fairy, or a sickly fairy child. Others describe it as the fairies returning human men who were 
abducted in their prime – now withered with age – or indeed, even inanimate objects that were 
enchanted to resemble the abducted child (White 1976; Dennehy, E. 2016; Petrie 1855; Ó 
Madagáin 1989; McLaughlin 2018).  
In her article, “‘What Damned You?’ Changelings, “Mylingar” and Other Dead Child 
Traditions”, Emer Dennehy notes the incorporation and importance of baptism within this folk 
tradition, thus overlapping Christian and pre-Christian belief systems (Dennehy, E. 2016; 
McLaughlin 2018; O’Connor 1991). Dennehy points out that within the concept of baptism 
into the Church, we are born with original sin. The death of an unbaptised person would not 
result in their admittance into Heaven, but rather, their damnation and entering into a limbo of 
purgatory. To further parallel these belief systems, it was thought that to say a child’s name 
before they were baptised served as a calling card, and brought the attentions of thieving fairies 
to the child, leaving them more susceptible for abduction (Dennehy, E. 2016; Warner 1998b; 
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O’Connor 1991, 2005). Therefore, nicknames and endearments would have been 
commonplace so that caregivers could refer to their children that were not yet baptised while 
still protecting them from fairies, abduction, death, and purgatory. Perhaps this brings further 
reasoning to referring to a child as an old man: using the term as a diversionary and 
concealment tactic. Such protective strategies will come to the fore in the next lullaby, ‘Éiníní’. 
 Changelings have been described in folkloric accounts as shrivelled, fractious, and 
resembling an old man (Crofton Croker 2008; Petrie 1855; Gosset 1915; Monaghan 2004). 
This is in line with Irene Watt’s statement that in folklore surrounding the changeling, the 
“fairy child may be wizened or deformed. Usually it does not thrive despite often being 
insatiable” (Watt 2012:334). It is a popular folk association that infants bear an anecdotal 
physical likeness to elderly men. As has been increasingly noted in scholarship, the changeling 
trope was likely a folk explanation for unexplained maladies, as well as physical and mental 
disability. Several congenital disorders can considerably affect the physical appearance of an 
infant, which could enhance this likeness even further, as well as help to explain altered 
appearances and behaviours (Underwood Munro 1991; Dennehy, E. 2016; Watt 2012; 
McLaughlin 2018; Monaghan 2004; Schoon Eberly 1991). Joyce Underwood Munro explores 
this sensitive topic, providing a foundational background on the changeling trope, historic 
accounts and descriptions of changelings, folkloric, and religious explanations for these 
replacements. She presents ways to reverse the curse, as well as visual examples of infants with 
physically altering maladies which support the descriptions of changelings given and 
Underwood Munro’s assertions. Ethnographic thought on this facet of the changeling trope 
will be explored in the next chapter. 
Reference to changelings as old men appear occasionally in written accounts. For 
example, in the lullaby “Hush a-Lanniv”, included in Adelaide Gosset’s lullaby collection, the 
incessantly crying child – specifically described toward the end of the song as “the old man of 
the fairies” (Gosset 1915:159) – is suspected to be a changeling. After seeking a wise woman’s 
advice, she carries the abnormally heavy creature across a bridge. After dropping him into the 
river below, the mother returns home, crying, but is welcomed by the sight of her true child 
sleeping soundly in its crib. Thomas Crofton Croker also includes this perception of the 
changeling appearing as a withered, decrepit child in a similar story, “The Brewery of Egg-
Shells”. Here, the child – with his insistent crying – is thought by the mother to be a changeling.  
Crofton Croker describes the child’s replacement as “shrivelled up into almost nothing, 
and never ceasing squalling and crying” (Crofton Croker 2008:27). After weighing her options 
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of how to banish the changeling and regain her healthy child, the mother follows a fairy 
woman’s74 advice: to first boil egg-shells to deduce if the creature was a changeling. The 
remedies for expelling a changeling were, by today’s perceptions, drastic, cruel, and rarely 
reported to have been successful in bringing a child back and often resulting in death by 
exposure, or infanticide (Dennehy, E. 2016; O’Curry in Petrie 1855). If the child in Crofton 
Croker’s story was a changeling, the mother was instructed to ram a red-hot poker down its 
throat. Here is what ensued: 
Home went Mrs Sullivan, and did as Ellen Leah [the fairy woman] desired. She put the pot 
on the fire, and plenty of turf under it, and set the water boiling at such a rate, that if ever 
water was red-hot, it surely was. 
 The child was lying, for a wonder, quite easy and quiet in the cradle, every now and 
then cocking his eye, that would twinkle as keen as a star in a frosty night, over at the great 
fire, and the big pot upon it; and he looked on with great attention at Mrs Sullivan breaking 
the eggs and putting down the egg-shells to boil. At last he asked, with the voice of a very old 
man, “what are you doing, mammy?” 
 Mrs Sullivan’s heart, as she said herself, was up in her mouth ready to choke her, at 
hearing the child speak. But she contrived to put the poker in the fire, and to answer without 
making any wonder at the words, “I’m brewing, a vick” (my son).75 
 “And what are you brewing, mammy” said the little imp, whose supernatural give of 
speech now proved beyond question that he was a fairy substitute. 
 “I wish the poker was red,” thought Mrs Sullivan; but it was a large one, and took a 
long time heating; so she determined to keep him in talk until the poker was in a proper state 
to thrust down his throat, and therefore repeated the question. 
 “Is it what I’m brewing, a vick,” said she, “you want to know?” 
 “Yes, mammy: what are you brewing?” returned the fairy. 
 “Egg-shells, a vick,” said Mrs Sullivan. 
 “Oh!” shrieked the imp, starting up in the cradle, and clapping his hands together, 
“I’m fifteen hundred years in the world, and I never saw a brewery of egg-shells before!” The 
poker was by this time quite red, and Mrs Sullivan seizing it ran furiously towards the cradle; 
but somehow or other her foot slipped, and she fell flat on the floor, and the poker flew out of 
her hand to the other end of the house.  However, she got up without much loss of time and 
went to the cradle, intending to pitch the wicked thing that was in it into the pot of boiling 
water, when there she saw her own child in a sweet sleep… 
(Crofton Croker 2008:29-30) 
Noted by Irene Watt, there is a close variant of this story in Scotland, recorded by Rev. James 
Napier in 1879 (Watt 2012). Some interesting parallels arise between this story and ‘Bog 
Braon’ that question the possible otherworldly nature of the seanduine. We see the changeling 
speaking with “the voice of a very old man” (Crofton Croker 2008:29). Indeed, he later states 
that he is fifteen hundred years old, putting a number on his age. Eggs appear in both stories as 
 
74Fairy women, or wise women of the community were thought to have thorough fairy knowledge, almost 
shamanistic in nature (Crofton Croker 2008; White,1976; McLaughlin 2018; Lenihan 1987) 
75A vick: Anglicization of a mhic, being an endearment, meaning ‘son’, or ‘my son’. 
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what Mrs Sullivan is boiling, and as the first food mentioned and offered to the seanduine. At 
the beginning of this story, Mrs Sullivan’s child is described as her youngest son, a parallel to 
‘seanduine’ being a nickname for the youngest son, noted by Eilís Ní Shúilleabháin, as well as 
in written record (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Ó Tuama and Costello 1985). 
Finally, in ‘Bog Braon’, it is mentioned that the caregiver is to wash the feet of the old 
man, while in “The Brewery of Egg-Shells”, Mrs Sullivan attempts to pitch the changeling into 
the boiling pot of water. Quite a hot bath! Could ‘Bog Braon’ be a diminutive, diluted version 
of “The Brewery of Egg-Shells”? Could “The Brewery of Egg-Shells” be a detached údar76 
for ‘Bog Braon’? The theory of the seanduine being a changeling in this song certainly raises 
more questions than it answers. However, if interpreted as such, the offerings of food and drink 
throughout the song begin to have interesting, folkloric implications. 
There is, currently, little evidence apart from my assertions here to support a 
supernatural hypothesis within this song. Ethnographic inquiry found little if any explicit 
mention of its content being supernaturally connected. As noted above, while several 
interviewees noted its peculiarity – with an elderly rather than an infant subject – in only one 
interview was the changeling tradition mentioned, in passing, in connection with ‘Bog Braon’ 
(Nic Amhlaoibh 2018). What I propose is that the seanduine, being a reference to the 
changeling tradition, is one of four possible interpretations of this term.77  While there is 
certainly further evidence needed to determine a firm connection between the seanduine and 
the changeling, deeper questioning and layered interpretation calls us to consider who the old 
man could represent, and therefore the significance of what he is being offered. 
 
3.1.2.2 Food and Drink 
The warm drop, a hen’s egg with butter, soup, and either fresh bread or fresh meat  – depending 
on the version – are offered to the seanduine throughout the song’s verses. Depending on who 
the seanduine is, interpretations of this food vary. Is food being served to a baby, whose pet 
name is ‘old man’, or is an elderly person being served this bounty? Perhaps a third 
interpretation combining these vantage points can be taken. Perhaps the infant is receiving their 
milk while the rest of the family is enjoying their meal of meat, eggs with butter, soup, and 
 
76The údar of a song is considered to be the background or supporting story that leads up to the song itself, and 
therefore justification for the song in traditional and sean-nós practice. This comes out of the tri-part storytelling 
concept that surrounds the amhrán, being brí (the song), míniu (the meaning), and údar (the explanation and 
justification) (Shields 1993; McLaughlin 2018; Ó Laoire 2000b). 
77The four reasonings being 1.a changeling, 2.a child’s nickname, 3.an old man, and 4.mentioned briefly in 
Footnote 73, a colloquial name for a hot water bottle made from earthenware (Ó Lionáird 2018). 
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bread. In this interpretation, the singer is describing aspects of life exterior to the child. This is 
a common facet to lullaby singing that incorporates characteristics such as repetitious listing, 
education of the world outside of the infant’s acknowledgement, as well as language 
acquisition (Porter 2001; Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; Warner 1998b; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019; 
McGlynn 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). 
 The listed food can be considered quite a common meal in Ireland. The only oddity that 
arose in investigating these foods was to pair butter with eggs. However, it seems that this was 
a relatively common practice in previous generations. 
That was something my grandmother used to do. She would pick up a tiny bit of butter and 
put it in your – if your egg was hard-boiled […] to make the egg maybe taste better. […] But, 
it seems to have been a thing, to add your little bit of butter to make the egg taste better. 
(Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018) 
This is supported in current practice by Michael Fortune’s account of a “guggy78 egg cup” 
(Fortune 2020): a dish in which an egg is mashed and mixed with salt, butter, and occasionally 
bread in a cup. Ní Shúilleabháin considers the mention of special foods, saying: 
Way back, possibly when this – we don’t know when this was composed, but – fresh meat 
would be very unusual in the family, unless maybe at Christmas or Easter. You know, […] 
they wouldn’t have had very many parties, but maybe at the Christening or something like 
that. So, they would have fresh meat waiting for that, but they wouldn’t have it every day. So, 
the child is promised the fresh meat. 
(Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018) 
This is not unlike the caregiver of ‘Do Chuirfinn-si Féin mo Leanabh a Chodhladh’ (Petrie 
1855:146) (See Appendix 3) or the bribery found in American lullaby, ‘Hush Little Baby, 
Don’t Say a Word’. Ní Shúilleabháin also acknowledged bribery as an established tactic in 
lullabies, noting that “one of the things in these lullabies was to promise the child anything and 
everything just so long as they go to sleep” (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). Bribery is also 
exhibited in the detailed lullaby, ‘Seo Leó, ‘Thoil’, by nineteenth-century song poet, Máire 
Bhuí Ní Laeire (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Ní Shíocháin 2017). Such motivation is 
corroborated through many sources, both ethnographically and bibliographically (Ní Riain 
2016, 2018; Ó Lionáird 2018; Warner 1998b; Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; Ó Madagáin 1985, 
1989; Nic Lochlainn 2017). There are further connections, however, that bring such offerings 
into folkloric belief and custom. 
 
78The term “guggy” has connections to the Irish gugaí, meaning “any egg, usually said to children”, according to 




From Ní Shúilleabháin’s insights, this listing of food reflects several noteworthy topics. 
We see placement in time, as she connects food practices in the song with a previous 
generation. We see socio-economic signalling as fresh meat would have been a rarity, the 
promising of which would indicate either a special event, a status symbol, or the promise of 
extravagant imaginings. It should be noted that food products – specifically some of the foods 
included in ‘Bog Braon’, such as eggs and butter – each have their own sets of folklore and 
customs associated with them that have continued in practice into the present day (Fortune 
2016; Mac Coitir 2010, 2015; Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018; Khosrova 2016). Finally, and more 
generally, the foods listed reflect an agricultural lifestyle of basic but hearty, earthy foods. This, 
in turn, details images of the singing caregiver and their living conditions. 
With ties into supernatural belief, some of these foods gave the fairies strength. These 
were offered by humans out of respect, ensuring protection for one’s home and family. They 
can also display the lavish stores of a fairy dwelling (McLaughlin 2018; White 1976; O’Hanlon 
1973:32; Evans-Wentz 1977). Some of the foods in ‘Bog Braon’ arise in Irene Watt’s writing 
surrounding fairy offerings: 
Again, according to Rev. James Napier, one method practiced in the West of Scotland, 
involves the parents taking the changeling child to a place where the fairies are known to 
haunt. As an act of propitiation, they should lay the child there on the ground and put beside 
it gifts of bread, butter, milk, cheese, eggs, and ‘flesh of fowl’ and wait until after midnight 
before returning. If the gifts had gone the child would be returned. 
(Watt 2012:338) 
In another example, there are decadent foods and drinks listed in the lullaby ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ 
(See Appendix 3) by the captured mother, confirming to the listener that she is, in fact, in an 
otherworldly lios.79 These foods also convey entrapment. If the captive eats or drinks any of it, 
she will be stuck in the lios forever (McLaughlin 2018; Shields 1993; Gosset 1915; Petrie 
1855). Such forbidden delicacies of the Otherworld draw parallels with other belief systems. 
Examples include the forbidden apple from the Garden of Eden, Christianity’s Promised Land 
of milk and honey, or the pomegranate seeds consumed by Persephone, the Greek goddess of 
Spring growth. This act bound her bi-annually to the Underworld, creating the seasons and 
symbolising the transition from life to death (Bagnall, et al. 2012; Carabatea 1997). 
Some folk tales result in the fairy thievery of various farm animals, such as cows, as 
their by-products are very strengthening for the fairy race (White 1976; Crofton Croker 2008; 
Narváez 1991). In order to avoid fairy thievery and malicious interference, folk tales and 
 
79Lios- an ancient dwelling-house, a ring fort, or a fairy fort. This will be elaborated later in this chapter. 
143 
 
traditions indicate that people would leave portions of food and drink outside at night, and 
make extra table settings as peace offerings, signs of respect, and protective measures (White 
1976; Bhreathnach 2018; Dennehy, T. 2016). This is also an aspect of Christian customs, 
drawing from the Nativity story (Brown 1977). In interview, Tim Dennehy reflected on the 
incorporation of these customs, and lullaby memories into his own song writing, saying: 
I recall I did a song called ‘An Nollaig Theas’ which just means ‘Christmas in the South’ or 
‘Christmas in Kerry’, and it’s definitely a lullaby, you know. There’s four lines that come 
from the tradition, and then I added the other verses to it. But I was thinking afterwards that, 
you know, that has to come from hearing lullabies when you were a child, because, out of the 
blue eh, for no apparent reason, you write this song, you know. It’s a song welcoming the 
child Jesus, at Christmas time, but also, the idea is that you’re putting somebody to sleep while 
you’re singing this, you know. So there’s a lovely tradition in Ireland at Christmas Eve, where 
people would, and sometimes still do, leave the door open or on the latch, and the candlelight 
and food on the table, because the tradition was that the Holy Family, who travelled the roads, 
and they would be welcome because they weren’t welcome in Bethlehem, you know, so the 
song taps into that tradition. 
(Dennehy, T. 2016) 
Preparing food for a wanderer also occurred in Adelaide Gosset’s ‘Creeveen Cno’: 
There is bread in the cupboard, and cheese on the shelf;  
And if you want more you can get it yourself 
A bit for old Peter, a bit for young Paul, 
And a bit for the beggar outside the wall! " 
O-ho! dear, shall we go 
O-ho! all in a row? 
This sweet bread and butter will make a nice supper 
For good little children like Creeveen Cno!80 
(Gosset 1915:164) 
Thus, specific mention of food or animals within spoken and sung verse has the potential for 
deeper folkloric and religious associations. Bringing this information back to the seanduine – 
if interpreted as a changeling – one could understand the listing of food and drink throughout 
‘Bog Braon’ as offerings of bribery, persuasion or respect. The food in this lullaby, while 
seemingly ordinary, also bears a sense of specialty, and therefore can be interpreted as an 
enticing offering for supernatural forces. Similar folk belief surrounds drink such as milk or 
alcohol, to be discussed below. From this elaboration of folkloric views regarding some of 
these foods, their listing within this song is multi-layered, with the possibility for supernatural 
connotation. Moving from food to drink, we consider interpretations of the warm drop. 
 
80Gosset define the term “creeveen cno” as: “Mo Creevin Cno (Chraoibhin Chno): A pet name (literally, my 
cluster or branch of nuts)” (Gosset 1915:154). Interestingly, upon seeing this verse, I immediately recognised it 
as the last verse of ‘Do You Love An Apple’, that I learned from Nóirín Ní Riain, which goes “There’s cake on 
the table and jam on the shelf. If you want any more you can sing it yourself. Ah but still, I love him, I can’t deny 
him. I will be with him where ever he goes” (Ní Riain 2013) For reference to this song, the reader can refer to 





3.1.2.3 The Warm Drop 
There are several possible meanings for the namesake phrase of this song, “bog braon” (warm 
drop). This is evidently a liquid of some kind, which can be further specified by the term 
“deoch” (drink) included in some versions (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). Another clue can be 
seen in the word “bog” (warm). From these two descriptors, “bog braon” can be interpreted 
as several possible drinks, including water, milk, tea, or even an alcoholic drink, such as 
whiskey. These theories have arisen throughout ethnographic discussion, as well as through 
my own interpretations based on the song’s contents and context.  
All four of these liquids can be consumed by adults. At the same time, two out of the 
four – milk and water – are more acceptable for child consumption. There are also folk 
remedies for infant ailments, such as massaging alcohol on a baby’s gums when they are 
teething. This is a practice which has understandably seen heavy criticism from modern 
medical sciences (Kaneshiro, Zieve and Conaway 2019; Sillers 2016). Water, in itself, can be 
considered in several ways. It could simply be interpreted as water to be given to the seanduine 
for drinking. Adding to the warm water, one could conceive it to be tea as well. Being tea rather 
than water decreases the likelihood of child consumption, and thus it could be a beverage for 
an elderly person, or for the singer as they are lulling the child. Giving the seanduine water 
could also be connected with the later phrase, “nigh a chosa”, (and wash his feet), in that the 
warm drop could be warm water drawn for a bath. This possibility, however, breaks away from 
the strong evidence of the liquid being consumed through the descriptor, “deoch”, and the 
inclusive phrase, “s’ blais fein” (and taste it yourself) (See Appendix 3 for reference). 
If the liquid is interpreted as milk, fewer possibilities arise. However, when the question 
‘What is the warm drop?’ was asked in interviews, very few answers involved water, while 
significantly more informants felt that this was milk being fed to the child (Ní Shúilleabháin, 
E. 2018; Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018; Cormican 2018; Ó Lionáird 2018). This is also reflected in 
written record surrounding this song (Cronin and Ó Cróinín 2000; Vallely 1961). In the natural 
sense, this could be referring to the feeding of the infant via breastfeeding or bottle-feeding. 
The phrase “’s blais fein” (and taste it yourself) is curious in this sense. One must question if 
‘yourself’ is referring to an adult, or is a reiteration toward the child. In her article, Emer 
Dennehy notes the interesting custom that puts a liminal twist on milk, saying that “in Ireland 
a cup was frequently placed in a child’s grave, so that the child could drink milk in the afterlife” 
(Dennehy, E. 2016:25). 
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From this angle, we can consider milk, and other liquids, as having been held with high 
reverence and bearing deep symbology in folklore (Kelly 2005; Mac Coitir 2010; McLaughlin 
2016, 2018; Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018; Rynne 1998; Graves 1948; Zuchelli 2016; Danaher 1967; 
Ó hÓgáin 2002a, 2002b). This was also noted above, in relation to the food offered to the 
seanduine. Extending such thought into drinks, within Brehon Law,81 dairy products were a 
form of currency and could act as payment for tenancy (Kelly 2005). Because of its life-giving 
and nourishing nature, milk is closely associated with the supernatural of both pre-Christian 
and Christian beliefs. Milk is incorporated into many customs to avoid the bad luck that 
annoyed fairies might bring. Many folk legends in Ireland see milk and milking cows stolen 
by the fairies out of revenge or envy, as well as gifted as a gesture of payment and reward (Mac 
Coitir 2010; Ní Cheannabháin 2019; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Bhreathnach 2018; Lenihan 
1987; Lenihan and Green 2003).  
For example, it was said to be bad luck to throw a pail of milk or churning water out 
over what were considered fairy roads, as this would annoy the fairies and they would seek 
vengeance (White 1976; Khosrova 2016; Bhreathnach 2018; National Folklore Collection 
2012b, 2012c; Jenkins 1991; Broderick 2018). Similar legends are associated with a child’s 
bath water, bringing in again the element of washing in ‘Bog Braon’.82 There are also rituals 
involving milk and dairy products around the 1st of May, and the springtime festival of Beltane, 
aimed at protecting people and their crops, and encouraging agricultural growth (Hutton 1996; 
Danaher 1972). Understood as milk, I propose that the bog braon could also symbolise a 
supernatural offering so that the fairies would not interfere with the child. Furthermore, this 
can also be considered an element of a ritual of expulsion, in which the drinking of the warm 
drop would appease or banish the changeling. This action would reclaim the original child.  
The last possible liquid that is considered here is that of hard liquor, such as whiskey 
or poitín.83 Alcohol makes a regular appearance within traditional song. Its consumption can 
be represented as an aspect of entertainment and revelry as well as a deviant and brazen 
behaviour.84 It is often treated as a taboo yet coveted subject within traditional song and is 
 
81 Brehon Law: A governing system that operated in ancient Gaelic societies. A civil code of conduct and currency 
that accounted for distribution of wealth and property, and compensation for damage or harm. Currency seen in 
Brehon Law is often based on personal possession and bartering rather than units of money (Kelly 2005; Mac 
Coitir 2017). 
82Another protective custom that involved drops of water or blood was to sprinkle these liquids at the four corners 
of one’s home or field in order to create an intangible boundary to keep one’s home and property safe (Mac Coitir 
2017; Fortune 2016). 
83Poitín: A potato-based spirit likened to vodka and moonshine. 
84This denotation of alcohol will see relevance again in discussions around ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ below. 
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frequently referred to in metaphorical terms (Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018; Joyce and Ní Ghallóglaigh 
2015; Shields 1993). Róisín Ní Ghallóglaigh noted this in interview, as well as the confiding 
space of lullabies for discussing such subjects, saying: 
metaphors were used to cover up alcohol references. So, ironically, sexual songs were more 
acceptable than singing about drink. So you have songs like ‘An Buachaill Caol Dubh’,85 so 
that’s the tall, slim, black boy. It’s about drink, like Guinness, it’s about ale. But they make it 
out that it’s like a woman singing about this handsome, thin black man that she fancies, but 
actually it’s about the drink. So, it’s funny that it’s actually more taboo to sing about drink 
than it is about sex at that point, which would, by my bearings would be sometime before 
1810, 1820. […] So you get a lot of this, the metaphors, which are – they’re erotic songs, but 
they’re about drink. […] So, I wonder if there’s an element of that to this. Again, what better 
cover-up for singing about a taboo subject, like alcohol, than in a lullaby, to a child? 
(Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018) 
I propose that in the interpretation of the bog braon as alcohol, hard liquor such as whiskey 
and poitín could be the alcohol in question – as opposed to wine or beer – due to the qualifier 
of the drop being warm.  Their higher alcohol content means that the attack of these drinks as 
one swallows tends to result in a rapid burning sensation in the mouth and throat. Additionally, 
unlike beer or wine, the typical serving size of harder liquors is decreased, which supports the 
small nature of a drop. The question, ‘Why is the warm drop alcohol?’ has several explanations 
that are dependent on how the seanduine is interpreted. 
If he is interpreted as a child, then we can consider the possibility already put forth of 
massaging alcohol onto teething gums to alleviate discomfort. In widespread medical practices 
of the early-twentieth century, and prior, it was common to prescribe medicinal, but poisonous, 
herbs – such as foxglove extract86 – (Bourke 1998) as well as alcoholic tonics, syrups, and 
other medicines containing hard drugs to all age groups, including children. These remedies 
were not only used to alleviate discomfort but also to encourage sleep (Kaneshiro, Zieve and 
Conaway 2019; Sillers 2016; Harding 1920; Guly 2011; Brecher 1972). This continues today 
but is much more regulated in terms of quality, quantity, and usage of such medicines. Gripe 
water, for instance, is still on the market in original and non-alcoholic forms, and is anecdotally 
advertised to be used “when lullabies fail” (Sillers 2016; Well.ca 2020).  
Indeed, “Mrs Winslow’s Soothing Syrup” was a favourite of many nineteenth-century 
parents who claimed that it was “the only thing that you can rely upon to give relief to yourself, 
and relief and health to your infant” (Alger 1860:8; Day 2013). In fact, Mrs Winslow’s syrup, 
and a wide array of similar products, were heavily dosed narcotic concoctions (The Wood-
 
85‘An Buachaill Caol Dubh’, though not a lullaby, is a well-known example of this, as the singer seems to be 
professing their appetite for – indeed, entrapment by – porter, through the metaphor of a dark, slender boy (Ní 
Ghallóglaigh 2018; Earls 2009). 
86Foxglove was given not only to aid in heart problems, but also to expel suspected changelings (Bourke 1998). 
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Library Museum 2009). While ten percent of infant mortality of the nineteenth century was 
attributed to teething (Day 2013), it is almost certain that the causes for death more likely 
ranged from risky procedures – such as lancing the gums – to infection and overdose through 
other questionable treatments (Day 2013; Wynbrandt 2000; Jacobi 1861; Cowgill 2020; 
Hatfield 2004; Sillers 2016; Blumenthal 2000). Therefore, as an alcoholic liquid, not only could 
the warm drop be alcohol used to alleviate teething pain, but also to encourage slumber.  
Coming back to the phrase “’s blais fein” (and taste it yourself), one could question the 
possibility of the liquid being a medicinal tonic or syrup, as this may not have been a substance 
that a caregiver would have necessarily wanted to consume. If the warm drop is to be 
interpreted as a small amount of hard liquor, it is not unheard of that another party – such as 
the singer – might also partake. While Mary McLaughlin mentioned teething in two separate 
interviews to be a source of discomfort and distress for children (McLaughlin 2016, 2017), this 
use of alcohol for medicinal purposes did not arise in ethnographic discussions for this 
research. However, given the abundant evidence of this practice in historical and folk medicine 
practices, I present this as a plausible interpretation of the bog braon. 
If the seanduine is interpreted as an old man, the liquor in question could be a drink had 
at the end of the night. Similar to milk, alcohol was a player within Irish folklore as it was often 
considered illicit and a luxury. Mention of it in a song could suggest displays of fairy wealth, 
as was the case in the lullaby ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ (See Appendix 3), in which rich foods and 
strong ales from within the fairy fort are described (McLaughlin 2018; Petrie 1855). The warm 
drop – be it milk, a strengthening resource, or alcohol, a show of extravagance – is connective, 
at different levels with fairy food. Similarly, as Ní Shúilleabháin detailed, the offering of fresh 
meat, a rarity, or adding butter to an egg to enhance its taste, implies a special occasion and 
heightened experience (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). This, in turn, is connected to the 
proposition of offering food to supernatural forces, ritualistically, with the hope that they might 
satisfy the fairies and bring good fortune, or to the child as a form of bribery. Such an 
interpretation would strengthen the lullaby’s depth of lyrical content, reflecting historical and 
timeless aspects of society such as agricultural and dietary norms, parenting tactics, and routine 
customs. It would also access familiar narratives found throughout Irish traditional lullabies: 
emotional expression of love and fear, or the changeling trope. This, therefore, gives the song 
a robust folkloric connection. 
In conclusion, the warm drop can be posited as one of several drinks. Water is the most 
accessible possibility that correlates with the later action of washing the seanduine’s feet. 
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Given the telling word, “deoch”, we can infer that the liquid is to be consumed by child, 
caregiver, or both. This leaves us with several possibilities: being tea (primarily for the 
caregiver); milk (primarily for the child); and hard liquor (which can be reasoned as being 
intended for child and/or caregiver) depending on the perspective and one’s interpretation of 
the seanduine. Each of these possibilities comes with their own sets of associated folklore and 
beliefs that bring different shades of interpretation to the lullaby. What has been generally 
transmitted – both in written sources as well as orally – is that the warm drop is referring to 
milk for the child, but that it could also be covert reference to alcohol (Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018; 
Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Bhreathnach 2018; Cronin and Ó Cróinín 2000; Ó Tuama and 
Costello 1985; Vallely 1961). 
 
3.1.3 ‘Bog Braon’: Representation and Summary 
‘Bog Braon’ is a lullaby with abundant repetition and limited lyrical content. There is enough 
room within the content presented for multiple levels of interpretation. What I consider by 
outlining the lyrical content of ‘Bog Braon’ and interpreting this based on historical, societal, 
and folkloric information, leaves several possible scenarios for the song’s story as a whole. We 
can see this song in its literal sense, as the caregiver offering food and drink for an old man, as 
well as providing care by helping an elderly person with their washing routine. While this is a 
plausible explanation and certainly applicable in the case of many adult caregivers, this sense 
of the story slightly conflicts with the general character and target demographic of lullabies. 
Additionally, considering the accounts given to suggest that seanduine was a nickname given 
to infants, it is more likely that the song is intended for a baby. 
 In this sense, explanations for the food and drink listed throughout the song can be 
interpreted in several ways depending on one’s perception. The singer could be feeding the 
child milk while describing what the rest of the family was eating. Similarly, while describing 
the family meal, the singer could be administering a small amount of alcohol to the child’s 
gums to alleviate pain from teething, or to facilitate in falling asleep.87 The warm drop could 
be, in fact, a cup of tea or glass of whiskey intended for the adult in the room. The food listed 
could be, rather than the family meal, a means of bribery presented to the child: if they to go 
to sleep, the singer will give them this bounty. Considering the seanduine as a child also aligns 
the lyrics about washing his feet with that of children washing up before dinnertime. 
 
87This is an instance where text does not meet context (Watt 2012), as such practices have been debunked and 
found unsuitable within the last century, yet the song is still sung in and out of lulling contexts. 
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Additionally, the last verse, given by Eilís Ní Shúilleabháin, strongly connects the seanduine 
with being a child, as the caregiver sings their praises of the baby, while also expressing their 
thinning patience (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). 
 Praises and offerings lead us to the third possibility presented, of the seanduine 
representing the changeling tradition. This theory provides some illumination for the ritual-like 
listing of food and drink offered to the seanduine other than creating a soporific atmosphere 
suitable for sleep. In the cyclical repetition of offerings to the seanduine – if understood as a 
changeling – we see forms of ritual, bartering, showing respect, and ensuring health and 
protection for one’s family. The singer can be seen as negotiating with the fairies for the safe 
return of their child. They can also be seen as showing signs of respect, almost hospitality, 
through the offering of nourishment, as well as ensuring measures of protection by establishing 
an amicable relationship with these otherworldly forces. Such behaviour would hopefully 
encourage supernatural forces to leave a family be, or indeed, give them aid (White 1976; Nic 
Lochlainn 2017; Evans-Wentz 1977; Ó Madagáin 1989). 
Given the above considerations of various lyrical aspects of this lullaby, it can be said 
that it is certainly an individualised song of interpretation (Toelken 1995; Turner 1996). When 
reflecting on this lullaby with interviewees, phrases such as “it’s about putting an older person 
[or a baby, depending on interviewee opinion] to sleep is what I think” (Cormican 2018) were 
common. What is key in Cormican’s comment, is that she emphasised that this was her specific 
interpretation. A passing comment from Eilís Ní Shúilleabháin expressed the accepted 
normalcy of these lyrics: how they are appreciated, but not necessarily considered or 
interpreted in such fine-toothed detail. In reflecting upon the identity and gender of the 
seanduine, she noted “[of] course, I can’t imagine anybody who actually used these songs 
going through them […] [with] this much wondering: why they have seanbhean or sean this 
or sean that (laughs)” (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018).  
This runs in a similar vein to the majority of interpretations by informants and 
appearances of this song being at a more innocuous, practical level. Not many connected the 
seanduine into the changeling tradition, with Muireann Nic Amhlaoibh being the only 
informant in this research who made such a connection, in passing (Nic Amhlaoibh 2018). 
Indeed, within the practical setting of lulling a child to sleep, or recreational singing more 
generally, such intricacies might not come under such close examination as what is presented 
here. After doing so, we have options of detailed and connective interpretations, from singing 
to a baby about supper, to combatting and appeasing the fairies. However, it should be 
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reiterated that these interpretations are dependent on the connection and acceptance of the 
recipient (Toelken 1995). 
 Looking at this song more broadly, a variety of themes – both evident in the text and 
interpreted through its narrative – begin to emerge. There are descriptions of surroundings and 
actions throughout its text, in the form of the listing of food and drink, noting the washing of 
the seanduine’s feet. This can be seen as forms of bargaining, and a display of resources and 
comforts. There is the reflection of emotion and narrative in the last verse of the song, provided 
by Eilís Ní Shúilleabháin (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). This not only presents the singer’s 
adoration for the child but also their possible frustration at the child’s unwillingness to fall 
asleep. There is also gendering in ‘Bog Braon’ through translating seanduine as ‘old man’. 
 In terms of a more implicit narrative, little detail is given through the text of ‘Bog 
Braon’. We do not learn very much about the narrator except that they have a variety of food, 
an ambiguous drink, and that they love their child, but they might be frustrated that s/he is not 
falling asleep. Similarly, there is minimal evident metaphorical representation or parable within 
the song. These aspects must be interpreted by the recipient who is desiring to see such content 
in the song (Toelken 1995). This is referring to the above theory I present, that the seanduine 
could be interpreted as a changeling, and the food listed represents a ritualistic and protective 
form of offering for the fairies and changeling. If this interpretation is assumed, then one can 
tap into the deep folkloric knowledge surrounding supernatural systems. 
 Key information about lifestyle and custom, and therefore tradition, are articulated 
through its text. We gain a sense of agricultural and nutritional staples through the food that is 
listed. We are made aware of a custom of hygiene associated with both evening and mealtime 
through the washing of the seanduine’s feet. Lastly, we are tasked with interpreting ‘What is 
the warm drop?’ and ‘Who or what is the seanduine?’. All of this leads us to informative stores 
of knowledge relating to folk belief, custom, family dynamics, and varying moral values that 
have continued to develop as Irish society makes its way to the present day. This further raises 
the topic of meaning that changes over time that Barre Toelken engages within his book. What 
was interpreted one way, 100 years ago, could be taken entirely differently in current practice, 
leading to layered interpretation and meaning (Toelken 1995). We will now move into the next 
focus song for this study, ‘Éiníní’; a lullaby with similar qualities of repetitiveness and 





Along with ‘Bog Braon’, ‘Éiníní’ (Little Birds) was considered by many informants to be one 
of the most well-known and applied Irish traditional lullabies in current practice. Many felt that 
these two songs still have a strong presence in the typical bedtime routine in Ireland. This could 
be because of their easy-to-digest musical and lexical makeup. For example, in being asked to 
record a lullaby for a friend’s child, Saileog Ní Cheannabháin chose to sing this lullaby, 
because: “It’s the simplest one I know, and anybody could sing it” (Ní Cheannabháin 2019).  
Textually, the majority of the song is comprised of a list of birds and is therefore 
accessible for beginner language levels. Melodically, this song lingers around the dominant 
fifth, arpeggiating down to the lower tonic through the verses, and to the upper tonic in the 
chorus. This elevates the pitch to create a tension and to possibly mimic infant vocalisations. 
This is an aspect of lullaby singing noted by Graham Welch, regarding musical communication 
(Welch 2005), as well as Nóirín Ní Riain (Ní Riain 2016, 2018). Such a melody line further 
increases the song’s accessibility and makes it a manageable piece to learn and sing. ‘Éiníní’ 
is a lullaby that holds an interesting place in my musical development, as it was the first Irish-
language traditional song that I learned. I came across this song through Mary McLaughlin’s 
book, Singing in Irish Gaelic (McLaughlin 2002). She learned it from the playing of William 
Coulter (Coulter 1998) and the pages of Ceolta Gael (O’Baoill and O’Baoill 2007). The 
musical notation for ‘Éiníní’ can be found below: 
 
(Vallely 1961:17) 
Figure 6 Musical notation for 'Éiníní' 
Among the iterations of this lullaby found throughout this research, there has been very little 
variance in melody and text. It also seems that this song is familiar in the nation-wide sense of 
the oral tradition. Informants and archival research connected this song to intergenerational 
singing in Kerry (Nic Amhlaoibh 2016, 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018), Donegal 
(McLaughlin 2002; Bhreathnach 2018) and Waterford (Mulqueen 2001). Informants also 
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reported learning the song through school music classes. One ethnographic encounter in this 
research, however, bears distinct variation, recalled by a University of Limerick Irish language 
instructor from Carraroe, Connemara (Ó Flatharta 2018). While his words were similar, if not 
the same, the musical components that he used were rather different from the main form of the 
lullaby. It was similar in overall melodic shape, but quickened, with more rhythmically 
distinctive features. Being generally well-known, written record of this song has been traced – 
in this research – to at least the mid-twentieth century through its appearance in the songbook, 
An Bealach Runda (Ó Baoill and O’Toole 1969). 
‘Éiníní’ as a lullaby title, and the consistent incorporation of specific birds, can be 
traced back even further than An Bealach Runda, to an early twentieth-century choral 
arrangement by Carl Hardebeck (1869-1945) (Hardebeck n.d.). While key features of the text 
and melody of Hardebeck’s version bear a resemblance to the Ceolta Gael version of ‘Éiníní’, 
there are enough significant differences to merit distinction. Hardebeck does not give any 
indication of where or from whom he received this version. To the best of my knowledge this 
is the earliest iteration of this version, and it could be that the words are his own composition. 
However, from 1932, Hardebeck worked for the Dublin-based publisher, An Gúm, arranging 
traditional music for piano and choirs (Klein 1996). It is therefore complicated to discern 
whether these are Hardebeck’s lyrics or are of an older lullaby from within the tradition that he 
extracted for arrangement. Based on textual makeup and folkloric connections found in both 
Hardebeck and Ceolta Gael’s version, it is likely that ‘Éiníní’ has deeper origins than the 
twentieth century. While the detail in the text of the Hardebeck version will give us important 
insight into the song, as well as fill in inferences made within analyses and connect these lyrics 
further back into the Irish song tradition, the Ceolta Gael version is the more well-known in 
Ireland. Therefore, it is with this version that much of our analysis will reside. 
 
3.2.1 ‘Éiníní’: Story Content 
The case can be made, drawing from both informant perspectives and written accounts, that 
‘Bog Braon’ and ‘Éiníní’ are considered well-established and vibrant in current practice 
because of their linguistic accessibility (Ní Cheannabháin 2019; Nic Amhlaoibh 2018; 
Cormican 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin 2018; Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018). Concerning the lyrics of 
‘Éiníní’, we see similarities with ‘Bog Braon’ – such as a narrow range of vocabulary, simple 
sentence structure, descriptive listing and repeated phrases – that cause both of these songs to 
be engaging and easy to learn for both caregiver and child. 
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 If we look into the story content of ‘Éiníní’, we find the narrator speaking to a series of 
birds. The first verse remains general, referring to them as simply éiníní (little birds), while the 
second and third verses specify different kinds of birds. In the second verse, dark-coloured and 
carrion birds are listed: the londubh (blackbird), céirseach (female blackbird), fiach dubh 
(raven), and préachán (crow). The third verse, contrastingly, lists songbirds: the spideog 
(robin), fuiseog (lark), dreolín (wren) and smóilín (thrush). To all these birds, the narrator 
reiterates the same command to fall sleep. The only remaining piece of text in the song is in 
the chorus, where the narrator specifies location: “codalaígí, cois an chlaí amuigh” (go to 
sleep, beside the wall outside). 
 As a lullaby that is seemingly straightforward, musically, and textually speaking, 
slightly more detail can be found in the Hardebeck version. In this text, there is the endearment, 
“chroidhe ‘stigh” (heart inside), and reassurances that no harm or loss will befall the subjects 
of the song. Some possible aggressors are named, such as the fairy – an síofra – lurking by the 
fairy lios, the yellow cat and her kittens, and the greedy otter. In terms of the birds and their 
stronghold, the narrator specifies that the thrushes, female blackbirds, and starlings should 
sleep until day in the blackthorn tree. They make no mention of carrion birds apart from the 
raven who is on watch at midnight. Furthermore, the narrator reassures the birds that no harm 
will come to them while the narrator remains their companion through the night: a seemingly 
common gesture throughout lullaby texts (Watt 2012; Ó Madagáin 1989; Daiken 1959). There 
are clear signs of folkloric and metaphorical tropes in both versions of this lullaby. 
 
3.2.2 ‘Éiníní’: Folkloric Connections 
The imagery of ‘Éiníní’ is beautifully connected to nature. We encounter flora, natural and 
human-made formations, a range of specified birds and mammals, and a supernatural being. 
‘Éiníní’ bears compelling evidence for functions of concealment and protection. Little arose 
from interviews regarding folkloric or supernatural connotations, with interviewees admiring 
its simplicity and accessibility more than any sort of implicit meaning. However, while the 
common version of this lullaby does not explicitly refer to protection or the supernatural, the 
patterning and categorisation of its lyrics was peculiar and worth further investigation. 
Folkloric connections between the players of this song encouraged investigation into the 
potential for metaphor, and layered meaning in its lyrics. The more detailed Hardebeck version 
confirmed much of what was inferred within the Ceolta Gael version. While ‘Éiníní’ has not 
surfaced through this research in the written record before the twentieth century, such 
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confirmation of metaphorical meaning drives further questioning of the deeper origins of this 
song and its surrounding customs. The folkloric connections of the various players within 
‘Éiníní’ will be discussed, beginning with the birds, themselves. 
 
3.2.2.1 Birdlore 
Birdsong and musically enchanted sleep have much connectivity throughout musical and 
literary works. Noted in Chapter 2, in Lady Gregory’s works, sleep is imposed on several 
occasions by the delicate and melodious music of small birds with vibrant colours.88 We can 
look again to the story of Tadg, son of Cian, as he travelled to Mannanan’s Island. A liminal 
journey that took him into the Otherworld, Tadg encountered a range of birds that “were 
singing sweet music, that would have put sick men and wounded men to their sleep” (Gregory 
2015:96). These birds and their enchanting music also served as liminal guides and facilitators 
as Tadg and his company made the physical journey back to Ireland. The role of these birds 
and their song parallels that of caregivers and lullabies. 
Looking specifically into ‘Éiníní’, its focus around birds brings out this strong 
association between birdsong and enchanted sleep – and therefore, the supernatural – found in 
literary works and song. The intent of protection is not only shown through the reassurances of 
safety and security given in the Hardebeck version, but there is also a more general folk custom 
in northern counties of Ireland to refer to children under the age of seven as different songbirds 
(Mac Coitir 2015; hEochaidh 1969/70; Bhreathnach 2018). These nicknames were believed to 
conceal them from abductive fairies and misfortune. As noted above, in relation to how the 
child is specified as an old man in ‘Bog Braon’, this correlates with what is noted by Emer 
Dennehy; calling a child by their name before their baptism was considered bad luck and would 
call the attention of abducting fairies to the child, thus increasing the likelihood of ending up 
with a changeling and losing one’s child (Dennehy, E. 2016). Common bird names for girls 
included spideog (robin); fuiseog (lark); and coach (cuckoo), while a common bird name for 
young boys was colmán (dove) (Mac Coitir 2015; Ó hEochaidh, 1969/70). This interesting 
layer of protective folklore appeared bibliographically, as well as ethnographically, with 
Donegal singer and seanchaí – or storyteller – Gearóidín Bhreathnach.  
 
88Such reference to vibrantly coloured birds seems improbable and of the imagination within the cold and misty 
setting of Irish folklore. However, many species of bird, such as Birds of Paradise, Dwarf kingfishers or Australian 
Gouldian finches are a magical sight – some being the root of their own folktales (Healey 1993) – and therefore 
make such references in Irish folklore more plausible. 
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Bhreathnach also added to the affectionate nature of the custom, saying “it was also 
endearing to hear that they were compared to, you know, the birds, the birds of the sky. The 
robin and the, you know all those birds have characteristics with them. Like the wren was tiny, 
you know, so a really small child would be referred to as the little wren, you know. When they 
were very, very tiny, so, yea, there were words that, names of birds were used to describe the 
children, the babies” (Bhreathnach 2018). In referring to children as birds, their literal identity 
as vulnerable subjects for abduction is masked by affectionate metaphor. The children being 
sung to were therefore kept out of harm’s way. If we now consider themes found in the 
symbolism behind each bird mentioned in ‘Éiníní’, we may gain a better understanding as to 
the broader picture surrounding this lullaby. 
 Much of the symbolism and folklore that is presented here has been sourced through 
Niall Mac Coitir’s book, Irish Birds – Myths, Legends and Folklore (Mac Coitir 2015). This is 
one of a four-part series on the folklore surrounding Ireland’s nature, including animals, birds, 
wild plants, and trees. His survey of a wide range of native Irish birds goes into minute detail 
on each bird’s history on the island. It includes their significance in folklore and mythology, 
appearance in legends, value in Brehon Law, and their importance and inclusion in Irish 
ecosystems and place-names. Though the style and format of Mac Coitir’s writing are in line 
with zoological field guides, the folklore and symbolism on each highlighted species are well-
sourced and articulate. It is an ideal starting point when considering the symbolism of the 
various characters that can be found in ‘Éiníní’. 
To discuss this symbolism, we will first consider the last verse of the song. In this 
quatrain, we find an spideog (the robin), an fhuiseog (the lark), an dreolín (the wren), and an 
smóilín (the thrush). The immediate connection to be made is that all four of these are small to 
medium-sized songbirds. They are also all resonant with the Otherworld individually. We 
begin discussions with the robin, which has been widely associated with death and grief. It is 
an omen or reminder, yet is also associated with helpfulness, bravery, comfort, and springtime. 
The folk legends suggest that the robin had a close friendship with Christ and tried to help him 
before and during the crucifixion, soaking up his blood and gaining the distinction of having a 
red breast. This is a bird that has often come into informal conversations surrounding birdlore. 
This is reflected in Mac Coitir’s book, with the robin being the first in his series of examined 
birds. Both robin and wren are considered sacred due to their involvement with Christ and the 
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threshold of death. They also bear an association with druids,89 or prophecy birds, due to their 
loud song. Regarding children, the term spideog was a widespread endearment for a child of 
frail or delicate frame (Mac Coitir 2015:17-24; Ó hEochaidh 1969/70; O’Sullivan 2008; 
Swainson 1885; Stokes 1868; Opie and Tatum 1989; Curtin 1894). 
There are associations of the robin and the wren with prophetic and foretelling abilities. 
Their deep association with Christian and pre-Christian belief, and their mirrored inclusion in 
‘Éiníní’ seems significant. The wren bears similar attributes to the robin as being an omen or 
reminder of death; however, rather than being helpful, the wren is often associated with 
boastfulness, betrayal, gossip, and trickery. There are several folk legends involving the wren, 
from betraying Christ, Saint Stephen, Fionn Mac Cumhall, and other outstanding or heroic 
protagonists to their enemies, to using the strength of the eagle to its advantage: riding on the 
eagle’s back in order to fly the highest and be named King of the Birds. Whatever his deceitful 
actions, he pays for them through his own crucifixion in the Hunt for the Wren90.  
Due to the wren’s boldness and association with divinity, however, it is discouraged to 
interfere with wrens outside of Saint Stephen’s day, as to do so would cause misfortune. Mac 
Coitir corroborates Gearóidín Bhreathnach’s reflection that dreolín was a particular 
endearment given to very petite children, often the youngest, for their small size (Bhreathnach 
2018; Mac Coitir 2015). With large families of up to one dozen eggs per clutch, the wren is 
very much associated with smallness, speed, and easy concealment (Mac Coitir 2015:25-44; 
Attwood Lawrence 1997; Muller 1996/97; Jackson 1971; Danaher 1972; Ó hÓgáin 1991; Ó 
hEochaid 1969/70; Ó Cuiv 1980; Best 1916; O’Sullivan 1991). 
While the wren has a prophetic, but tarnished reputation, turning to the lark, we see 
attributes of good omens, fortune, luck, and interestingly, weather. It is said that the lark woke 
Saint Brigid every day with her beautiful song that she gained from flying close to Heaven’s 
gates. In Classical lore, it was believed that eating the lark would increase one’s vocal power 
and beauty. The lark is therefore considered – like the robin and the wren – a blessed bird, 
associated with high-spirited cheerfulness and unpredictability. While the last songbird in 
‘Éiníní’ is the thrush, Mac Coitir comments that birds commonly associated with concealment 
 
89There is more to be said for the connection between Druidry and birdlore that is outside the focus of this study; 
however, we will touch again on this aspect in relation to starlings, in the coming pages. 
90A long-celebrated festival in Ireland, especially in the southwestern counties, held on Saint Stephen’s day, 
December 26th. While the Hunt for the Wren used to involve the literal catching, killing, and parading the body 
of a wren on display, the ritual has become more symbolic, through dressing in costume, dancing, playing music, 
and parading through town with a decorated wren pole (Mac Coitir 2015:29; Atwood Lawrence 1997; Muller 
1996/97; O’Hegarty 1943). 
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traditions were the robin, the wren, the lark, and the cuckoo (Mac Coitir 2015:75-79; 
O’Sullivan 1991; Loyd 1882; Forbs 1905; Ó Baoill 1992; Ó hEochaid 1969/70; Gregorson 
Campbell 1902). It therefore seems fitting to consider lore around the cuckoo before returning 
to the thrush, to represent this tradition better and strengthen this angle of inquiry. 
The cuckoo relates to the four other birds mentioned in the second verse of ‘Éiníní’ as 
it is also a type of songbird. It is a harbinger of love and summertime, and a symbol of feminine 
beauty, but is also associated with trickery, slyness, and adultery, considering its reputation of 
laying its eggs in other birds’ nests. This contributes to the origins of the term ‘cuckoldry’, 
being “The dishonouring of a husband by adultery with or on the part of his wife” (OED 
2020b). There are also strong erotic connotations connected to the cuckoo, with its mention in 
song and poetry frequently being a metaphor for sexual encounters and/or female genitalia 
(Renwick 1980; Da Silvia 2006; Ní Ghallóglaigh 2020; Breathnach 1989). Some examples of 
this from Irish traditional song, while not lullabies, include ‘The Cuckoo’s Nest’ (Carr 2000; 
Breathnach 1989) and Thomas McCarthy’s ‘No Balls at All’ (McCarthy 2010).  
The less erotically charged legends associated with cuckoos tend to be double-edged. 
While hearing the cuckoo’s call was a sign of good fortune, beckoning the end of winter and 
entrance of spring, seeing the cuckoo was said to perpetuate one’s current circumstances 
throughout the year. This was the case regardless of whether one’s wealth and resources were 
waxing or waning. Whatever the conditions, these aspects of their life would continue for 
twelve months91  (Mac Coitir 2015:86-93; Westropp 2000; O’Grady 1892; Jackson 1971; 
Gregory 2015; Gwynn 1935; McKinnon 1904; Cabot 1995; Tate 2007). 
Included in the Hardebeck version of ‘Éiníní’ are the druidíní (little starlings). It is 
interesting to note the starling’s Irish name, druid. The connection between starlings and 
Druidry and prophetic powers, similar to the robin and wren, is unclear. However, the 
etymological connection would suggest some form of translation or resemblance. They hold a 
level of sacredness and are generally perceived as a good omen in Ireland through their 
association with roosting in the cracks and holes of religious structures, and through folk beliefs 
in which the absence of the starling in an area suggested supernatural intrusion (Warren Chadd 
and Taylor 2016:73). Perhaps the starling gained their magical name through their stunning 
 
91The period of one year, or a year and a day, is prominent in Irish folklore and mythology, and makes significant 
appearance in the lullaby ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ (McLaughlin 2018). The notion that sightings of the cuckoo would 
bring on such a periodic freezing of circumstances brings the cuckoo deeply into the Otherworldly intervention 
of the sí. It acts almost as an agent of entrapment for supernatural forces, similar to carrion birds or the banshee, 
to be noted later in this section. 
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displays of murmuration, in which they work as individuals within a flock to create dazzling, 
amoeba-like displays of shapeshifting. Because of this trait, starlings are thought to symbolise 
communication, messages, and cooperation (Mac Coitir 2015:226). 
Their association with messages is evidenced in a Welsh Mabinogion tale, in which 
Branwen, daughter of Bendigeidfran is wed to the King of Ireland, Matholwch. After suffering 
the King’s abuses, Branwen sends a plea for help by starling to her brother, who comes to her 
aid with an army from across the sea (Warren Chadd and Taylor 2016:73). Starlings are also 
known for their chattering vocalisations, as well as mimicry of both human and bird sounds 
(Mac Coitir 2015:192, 226). The ability to bend vocal patterns and assume another’s voice 
could also support their association with Druidry. Known for their cooperative spirit, they are 
also painted in a rowdy, quarrelsome light, with Irish legends depicting territorial rivalries and 
battles between neighbouring gangs, specifically Rook crows. This ties in the long and bloody 
history in Ireland of faction fighting (Warren Chadd and Taylor 2016:73; Anderson 2008). 
Next, we consider the thrush. Mac Coitir notes that there is surprisingly little amount 
of folklore and symbolism surrounding the thrush other than its mention in song, poem, and 
story. He does, however, note its symbolic connections with musical ability, beauty, and 
optimism, stemming from its beautiful sharp-tongued song (Mac Coitir 2015:228). While Mac 
Coitir does not denote a separate section for the thrush in his book, in Warren Chadd and 
Taylor’s Birds: Myth, Lore and Legend, the thrush is considered in more detail. In this book, 
thrushes of various subspecies92 are described as a “bold, handsome bird, with a loud song” 
(Warren Chadd and Taylor 2016:80), as well as possessing attributes of resourcefulness and 
vanity. A folk belief that resonates with Irish sources maintains that at around ten years of age, 
the thrush would discard its legs and grow a new pair. The thrush is credited for delivering the 
new year, forecasting turbulent weather. It is also connected to a Native American version of 
the King of the Birds story that Ireland associates with the wren (see above) (Warren Chadd 
and Taylor 2016:80 & 81). 
The song thrush, turdus philomelos, and the blackbird, turdus merula, are zoologically 
related birds, and Mac Coitir has included the thrush in his chapter on the blackbird. He notes 
that in early poetry, the thrush is regarded for its beautiful song, “which is almost as melodious 
as that of the blackbird” (Mac Coitir 2015:111). This connection is brought closer still in the 
legend of Lun Dubh and Césa, two feuding blacksmiths, with Lun Dubh’s full name being Lun 
Dubh Mac Smola, Blackbird son of thrush (Mac Coitir 2015:107; Curtin 1911:244). Here we 
 
92Such as the mistle thrush, the song thrush, or the wood thrush. 
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see the relationship between blackbird and thrush, not only on an ornithological level but also 
on a familial level. Through these connections, it is plausible to extend the symbolism behind 
the blackbird – a symbol of beauty and fiery stubbornness, signalling good omens, as we shall 
soon see – to the significance of the thrush (Mac Coitir 2015:104-112; Curtin 1890; Murphy 
1933; Anderson 2008; Ó hEochaidh 1969/70; Watters 1853). 
Moving back into the second verse of ‘Éiníní’, the birds listed are an londubh (the 
blackbird), an fiach dubh (the raven), an chéirseach (the female blackbird), and an préachán 
(the crow) (McLaughlin 2002). If we look into the folklore and symbolism attached to these 
four birds, we find several distinctions. They are all birds of black colouring, slightly excluding 
the chéirseach, who has a dark brown colouring compared to her male counterpart. While 
blackbirds were symbols of beauty and omens of good news, crows and ravens are carrion 
birds, having long been harbingers of death and mortality. Blackbirds were also said to be 
sympathisers with the fairies and were known for their spirited, high-strung temperament, 
reflected in their loud song. 
The blackbird is famously highlighted in the ninth-century Irish marginalia poem, ‘Int 
én bec’, which has come to be known by versions of ‘The Blackbird of Belfast Lough’ 
(Burleigh 2008). Originally written and set in Bangor, rather than Belfast, this poem draws 
attention to the blackbird, crying out across the water from a gorse-bush, and likens its fiery-
yellow beak with the golden flowers of the gorse. This poem has been interpreted by many 
over the centuries, including Seamus Heaney, to the point that this poem, and the blackbird, 
have become emblematic of Heaney’s legacy, and the Belfast area (Burleigh 2008). 
Being foreboding figures of death and misfortune, crows and ravens have residence 
directly in the Otherworld. They are associated with the Celtic mythological war goddesses of 
Ireland, Morrígan, Macha, and Badb93 (Gregory 2015; Mac Coitir 2015). This connects the 
crow and raven not only with death and war but also with nobility, wisdom, and divinity. In 
relation to fairy deities, the raven is said to be a supernatural messenger with oracular powers. 
The raven’s almost iridescent, jet-black colouring also has association with beauty, coming 
through in the lullaby ‘Raven-Locks’ (Henry 1990) (See Appendix 3), in which the raven is 
used in a nickname to describe the beauty of a child’s full head of black hair. 
The ominous ravens in the tale from The Colloquy of the Ancients are interestingly 
positioned to exhibit themes of death and abduction. In this story, the Tuatha Dé Dannan, and 
 
93The connection between these birds, Badb, and her sisters specifically will return in later discussions concerning 
the lullaby, ‘Hó-bha-ín’. 
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not the humans, are the party subject to abduction. Mac Coitir details that three ravens “came 
every year to each snatch a youth of the Tuatha Dé Dannan” (Mac Coitir 2015:214). They 
were eventually helped by the Fianna, who were rewarded for their heroism with the 
restoration of their full health. Considering ‘Éiníní’, this incorporates the interesting 
perspective of the caregiver being a fairy, protecting their children from the ravens, rather than 
a human protecting their children from the fairies. With their otherworldly connections, as well 
as associations with the fairies, communication, and death, it is interesting that these birds 
should be grouped in the first verse of this song (Mac Coitir 2015:200-208, 209-21; Gregory 
1994; Ó Súilleabháin 1967; Dinneen 1927; Opie and Tatum 1989; Ó Cróinín 1985; Ó hÓgáin 
1991; Green 1992; Gantz 1976; Best 1916). 
The detail that I have put into describing the symbolism, and associated legends of these 
birds, has not been merely to emphasise their metaphorical potential in story and song. By 
delving into folkloric significances of each bird, distinctions as well as commonalities and even 
relationships have appeared. The symbolism of these birds, concerning children, works not 
only with each other in the context of ‘Éiníní’, but also individually. This was noted earlier in 
Bhreathnach’s remarks on bird nicknames matching a child’s physical and personal 
demeanour. Likewise, Ó hEochaidh notes that Donegal children without siblings were 
sometimes referred to as Éan na Cuaiche, or the Cuckoo Bird. This reflects back to the 
cuckoo’s nest being a metaphor of sexuality and infidelity (Ní Ghallóglaigh 2020; Da Silva 
2006), and the cuckoo’s reputed patterns of planting eggs in other birds’ nests, leading to the 
other chicks sometimes being overtaken and perishing due to the young cuckoo’s 
disproportionate size and needs (Mac Coitir 2015:90; Ó hEochaidh 1969/70). 
As the characteristics, symbolism, and folklore of the birds that are mentioned in 
‘Éiníní’ are taken into account, we can consider how these birds and their backgrounds can 
relate to children in different ways. Furthermore, we can understand how they are strategically 
implemented in the Ceolta Gael version of ‘Éiníní’. The stark categorisation between small 
songbirds and foreboding black or carrion birds is a key component that structures the song. 
The first verse of this song provides a more general endearment that addresses all subjects 
listening in on the lullaby, éiníní (little birds). In the second verse, there are the dark birds, 
possibly serving as foreboding signs of death, fairy mischief, and misfortune. The third verse, 
then, revolves around the songbirds, each bringing their personalities into the song.  
We have come across the possibility of child-snatching and changelings before in ‘Bog 
Braon’. However, in this lullaby – though it is not explicitly stated – we find powerful 
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connections with this tradition through the symbolic relevance of each bird included in the 
song. This includes the evidenced Ulster tradition to use bird names as concealment 
mechanisms and endearments for children, and the organised distinction of these birds between 
the small, hopeful, and innocent, and the darker, ominous, and watchful.94 This seemingly 
deliberate categorisation is noteworthy, and it can be said that the aim of each verse is clearly 
different. It seems noteworthy that ‘Éiníní’ begins and ends its incantatory listing of birds with 
the thrush family, beginning with the blackbird and finishing with the thrush. Several 
informants mentioned the concept of the Otherworld as a metaphorical mirror of the human 
world and experience (McLaughlin 2016; Ó Lionáird 2018). For example, speaking toward 
correlations between lullabies and laments, Iarla Ó Lionáird noted that: 
they’re sort of mirrors. One is actually behind the other, hiding, but there. Like, if you ask the 
question, ‘What is behind that mirror of reality, then?’ ‘What is behind there?’ Well I know 
what’s behind there. Fear, and the unknown. And in those times [of lulling or lamenting], vast 
fear. highly populated by supernatural presences, by spirits, by dogma, by crazy ritualized sort 
of social behaviour. Rules written and not, rules understood, rules often quite cruel to women.  
(Ó Lionáird 2018) 
 This correlates with the way the birds are grouped in ‘Éiníní’. I therefore present the 
interpretation through this angle that the darker birds of this song are reflecting the children as 
changelings, or ill-intended fairy forces, through the mirror of the Otherworld. Conversely, the 
songbirds could represent the children, with individualised attention being given based on the 
defining likeness between each bird and child, ending the song with the thrush, and beginning 
it with its black-feathered cousin. The cyclical motion of coming back around from blackbird 
to thrush gives further support to the deep-set, ritualistic nature of this song.  
The grouping of the songbirds as such implies a strong possibility of a form of 
concealment. However, is the articulation of the darker birds in the first verse aimed to 
highlight the malevolent forces from whom the narrator is protecting the children? Is it a form 
of banishment and marking of barriers? Is the narrator merely listing birds for the repetitively 
hypnotic, entertaining, and engaging sake of the child? Is it that the narrator is frustrated, and 
threatening the enactment of darker forces by naming them? Each is a valid possibility. Indeed, 
 
94While Hardebeck’s version does not follow this clear categorisation of songbirds and darker birds, it does make 
the specification of thrushes, starlings, female blackbirds, and the raven. Three out of the four birds named are 
encouraged to sleep until day, while the raven is said to be at watch at midnight, and yet he will not discover the 
little birds. An ominous assertion, indeed! From this layout, similar conclusions can be drawn: the narrator is 
concealing the children through the names of songbirds. The raven serves as a metaphor for the watchful reaper 
(Lakoff and Turner 1989:79): attentively waiting for souls to pass at the opportune moment so that it may ferry 
them through to the Otherworld. 
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scare-tactics95 are a frequent tool found in children’s songs and stories (Watt 2012; Warner 
1998b; Daiken 1959) and are prominent in multiple major themes arising in this genre. 
Regardless, the culmination of these points connects the song more deeply to the ritualistic, 
protective capacity of lullabies, bringing further significance to the symbolic potential of these 
endearments. Moving forward, we will consider the other players in the Hardebeck version of 
‘Éiníní’, as they serve to further detail and support the overarching concepts of protection, 
concealment, and scaring coming through in this song. 
 
3.2.2.2 The Cat, Her Kittens and The Otter 
Hardebeck’s lyrics offer additional characters to this lullaby, adding more explicit detail to its 
story content. This supports inferences made regarding the voicing of various songbirds in the 
Ceolta Gael version. Firstly, there is “an cat buidhe ná ‘ál” (the yellow cat and its litter). As 
noted by Mac Coitir, symbolism and folk belief around the cat in Ireland is double-edged and 
deeply rooted in Irish mythology, with connection to the Tuatha de Dannan (Mac Coitir 2010). 
It is an animal that is respected and loved for its companionship and playfulness. However, 
there is also wariness due to its nocturnal and independent behaviour, and strong hunting skills. 
Cats therefore harbour a distrust and are strongly associated with the supernatural. 
 Folk beliefs surrounding the cat are quite contradictive. It is considered lucky to be 
graced by a stray cat. Conversely, there is also a connotation of ominous or menacing evil lying 
beneath a soft and innocent façade. Indeed, many superstitions revolve around the cat’s 
meanderings, where they look, and even the direction in which they purr. These can denote 
either positive or negative omens. More specifically, there was the frequent placement of cats 
as guardians of fairy treasures, stemming from the belief that cats were once snakes, with 
snakes often guarding the riches in European folktales. As Christianity spread throughout 
Europe, cats were first seen as positive and protective forces, being interred within building 
walls as protection from outside evils. Later, such practices and attitudes turned hostile as 
 
95This concept of enacting fear within lullabies seems a strange one. Indeed, several informants were taken aback 
by this idea, and furthermore by some of the frightful content within these songs (McElligott 2017; McGlynn 
2018; Dunne and Dunne 2017). Ber McElligott, for example, when asked about the injection of fear within 
lullabies, was slightly puzzled, saying that “No, I never heard a lullaby that had something that would scare 
children. I mean that wouldn’t be – How would you scare a child to sleep?” (McElligott 2017). This is a very 
understandable reaction considering the calm and relaxing atmosphere that lullabies often evoke. However, what 
such viewpoints may not recognise or connect with could be the underbelly of the caregiver’s perspective, 
something that can realistically include raw experiences of intense frustration and fear, depending on many factors 
of both the caregiver and child. Marina Warner writes directly toward this issue (Warner 1998b), showing that 
scaring in lullabies can be a pressure valve for the caregiver to express and deal with their own frustrations and 
fears through such projections, as well as a useful tool to gain a child’s compliance and quiet. 
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associations were drawn between cats and evil supernatural forces. Mac Coitir connects these 
portrayals to more antiquated belief systems of Egyptian, Roman, and Norse mythology, saying 
that “these links with darkness, the moon, and feminine powers are what gave the cat its 
indelible associations with witchcraft and magic. Unfortunately, these associations later led to 
its persecution in Christian Europe as an animal of sorcery and the devil” (Mac Coitir 
2010:149). Through such associations, the suspicions surrounding both cats and women 
increased with the development of witch persecutions (Narváez 1991; Gaskill 2010). 
 While admired for their cunning agility, Irish folk belief also holds cats as 
untrustworthy and scheming, leading them to be considered a conspiring network of beings. 
Mac Coitir relays a story that reflects such conspiracy, and incorporates the cats offspring: 
In another story from County Donegal, a woman was sitting one night by herself by the fire 
when a crowd of cats entered the house. She could tell from their appearance that one was the 
king, one the queen, and the rest of them their kittens. They came up to the woman 
menacingly, and she was sure they were going to eat her. In desperation she threw a churn of 
milk on the floor. This diverted the cats and they began to drink it. When they had finished, 
the king cat put his tail around the others and ushered them out, leaving the woman relieved 
at her narrow escape. 
(Mac Coitir 2010:143) 
This story brings us back to ‘Éiníní’, as it is a story from Donegal, where there is the presence 
of not only cats but also their kittens, as is proposed by the Hardebeck text. Furthermore, there 
is a blatant display of malicious intent on the part of the cats, and distrust on the part of the 
woman. Within ‘Éiníní’, the naming of the yellow cat and her kittens as possible aggressors of 
the birds shows similar narrative strains. However, there could be a disconnect in terms of 
location, as Hardebeck’s version, which includes the cats, has appeared through this research 
in Waterford, rather than Donegal (Hardebeck n.d.; Mulqueen 2001). 
In the Scottish lullaby, ‘Purr-a-bye’, we see the cat fiendishly taunt her foster child, a 
baby chick. She refers to the chick’s parents – a cock and a hen – with distain and mockery, 
and recounts the horrible drowning of her own kittens. She plays on the knife-edge between 
sweet and mothering, and a vicious murderess, as there is “the veiled threat of her ‘murdering 
claws’ which lie beneath her ‘velvet paws’” (Watt 2012:306-307). In the natural world, the cat 
is known to show affection and then attack. Furthermore, she takes satisfaction out of playing 
with her food – finding joy and entertainment in the fear of her prey – hence the meaning of 
the phrase ‘Playing cat and mouse’.  In ‘Purr-a-bye’, these capricious and superficial qualities 
are seen and support the beliefs and legends in connection with the cat, stated above. 
Interestingly, gender is a noteworthy facet here, as these antagonistic cats are portrayed as 
female. This could be a reflection on the built up, potentially detrimental association between 
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cats, women, and witchcraft, thus binding the cat in further with sorcery and vilifying both cats 
and women in the process.  
 In the above stories, and ‘Éiníní’, the cat is considered an antagonist. However, there 
are also examples highlighting innocence – such as in the children’s song, ‘An Ciatín Bán’ 
(The White Kitten) – or determination and prowess – as in the ninth-century poem, ‘Pangur 
Bán’ (White Pangur). While there is not much prominent content regarding the symbolism or 
character of yellow cats, like that noted in ‘Éiníní’, it is interesting to note that the two examples 
stated previously are referring to white cats. In a broader sense, there are positive and negative 
attributes connected to the colouring of cats. The famous example of this is the vilifying of the 
black cat by Christianity and more recent folk legend over the centuries (Mac Coitir 2010:141-
152; Green 1998; Moore 1999; Jay 2000; White 1976; Westropp 2000; Danaher 1966; Bluett 
1995; Heath 1993; Mac a’Bhaird 2002; Lamont Brown 1970). 
 In the context of ‘Éiníní’, with knowledge of their symbolic background in mind, the 
yellow cat and her kittens tap into a clear narrative. While a cat mothering her litter seems 
innocuous and parallels the mother tending to her child through the lullaby, the song is 
personifying children as songbirds: one of a cat’s food sources. To see the cat and her kittens 
in a lullaby concerning some of the cat’s natural prey is, therefore, a docile, yet treacherous 
and fearsome message. She not only needs to feed herself but also her litter. She is therefore 
seen as the antagonist from whom the narrator reaffirms a sense of safety for her songbirds by 
saying that no loss or danger will come from this character. Practically speaking, the mention 
of a cat and her kittens adds other natural imagery, the listing of animals, and a sense of 
diminutive charm at the inclusion of the cat’s kittens: aspects of song and lullabies that appeal 
to young listeners (Casey 2017; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Green 1998; Watt 2012; Daiken 
1959; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019). 
 The greedy otter plays a similar role, portrayed as an antagonist within the song. While 
the otter’s main diet consists of smaller sea creatures, they have been known to consume 
amphibians and small birds, thus placing them as a threatening source in this lullaby (Kruuk 
1995). However, the symbolism and folklore surrounding the otter paint it in a more positive 
light. With the Irish name of dobharchú, or madra uisce translating as water hound or dog, the 
otter possesses the friendly, loyal, and helpful attributes of the dog, with the added fluidity and 
liminality of water. With its luxurious pelt, it has associations with nobility that not only range 
from folklore, but also into commercial trends and fashion. Infringing on the night, there was 
an Irish belief that otters slept open-eyed. Interestingly, one particular otter in a specific legend 
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is called the durracow. This was considered the king-otter, who had a white pelt with a black 
cross and tips. It was substantially larger than the average otter and could only be killed with a 
silver bullet. The durracow could give good or bad fortune depending on his fate. (Mac Coitir 
2010; Westropp 2000). The phonetic similarity between durracow and dobharchú seem to 
suggest some connection and could indicate that the otter of ‘Éiníní’ was not the more innocent 
madra uisce, but in fact, bore more ominous connotations.  
  Mac Coitir notes their greediness by saying that “they were hunted and trapped, both 
for their fine fur and because they were considered to be vermin who preyed on fish stocks” 
(Mac Coitir 2010:204). Despite this point of friction between humans and otters, they were still 
respected for their prowess in catching fish and are mentioned for this feature in supplying 
several saints with food throughout history, such as St. Kevin in Glendalough, or St. Brendan 
while on his voyage. The otter’s whistles and chirps are noted with affection throughout Irish 
folklore, adding to their overall positive reputation (Mac Coitir 2010:204-206; Westropp 2000; 
Haydan and Harrington 2000; O’Keeffe 1913; O’Sullivan 1991; Kruuk 1995; Crossley-
Holland 1980; O’Rourke 1970). 
 The portrayal of the cat and the otter in ‘Éiníní’ yield not only their antagonistic framing 
but also their symbolism in folklore and the Otherworld. Each animal brings its characteristics 
into the story. The otter can be seen as a friendly trickster, with the king-otter manifesting a 
more macabre, sinister persona. The cat, within the animal world, and the world of folklore 
brings a natural behaviour of catching small birds as well as defined untrustworthiness and 
connection with fairy belief and magic. I therefore propose that in Hardebeck’s version of 
‘Éiníní’, the cat, her kittens and the otter can be interpreted as the pursuers of the birds: a 
concealing metaphor that implies the supernatural and malicious pursuit of the small children. 
The narrator’s objective in projecting these characters could be to name these threatening 
forces. This could banish them from the lulling space and to camouflage their children so as 
not to draw further attention of such antagonists. 
 
3.2.2.3 The Síofra 
The final character named in Hardebeck’s version of ‘Éiníní’ almost entirely confirms its 
interaction with the supernatural and its functions as not only a sleep aid but also a protective 
measure against malevolent forces. This character is the síofra, translated as ‘water-sprite’, 
‘elf’, and – most relevant to this research – ‘changeling’ (Teanglann 2013a; muisire 2010; 
Dolan 2006). This character arises in ‘The Gartan Mother’s Lullaby’ as “Siabhra”, or 
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“Sheevra”. This character comes across the grey rocks at twilight to enthral observers, and sails 
his boat on a starry bog until dawn (Daiken 1959; The Dubliners 1973; Commins 1967; Hughes 
and MacCathmhaoil 1904). The síofra, in this example, seems to be a mixture between a 
threatening bogeyman, and what Leslie Daiken refers to as “Sleep Personified” much like the 
Sandman, or Bill Caddick’s John O’Dreams (Daiken 1959:28; Moore 2009, 2012; Leslie 
2019). This explicit mention of síofra immediately opens the discussion up to a deeper level of 
metaphor that not only represents another tangible aspect of the narrator’s world but also serves 
as a form of expression for the narrator’s unspoken thought processes and emotions (Ní, Riain 
2018; Mag Fhloinn 2016; Lakoff and Turner 1989). 
It is interesting to note that the síofra is specified in Irish dictionaries as a water-sprite 
(Teanglann 2013a). While not all changelings are related to water, we can make a connection 
between the síofra – as a water-sprite – and the otter. This reveals a physical orientation to 
water within the song, which has a deep relationship with the Otherworld and liminality as a 
place of transformation and a threshold (McLaughlin 2018; Ní Bhriain and McCabe 2018; 
Moreira 2001). This is a fascinating outlet for future study that could reveal further depth.  
Mention of the síofra is more explicit evidence of supernatural interactions than what 
is proposed in discussions around the changeling in ‘Bog Braon’, or what seems to have been 
strongly implied in the Ceolta Gael version of ‘Éiníní’. By saying to the children disguised as 
birds “ní baoghál ná an síofra” (no danger from the changeling) (Hardebeck n.d.), the narrator 
seems to be reassuring their children. They are reiterating that they are safe to fall asleep and 
that no harm will come to them on account of the supernatural interventions of the fairies. This 
is also seen in ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ and will be further explored later in this chapter. 
 
3.2.2.4 The Blackthorn and The Wall Outside 
The final folkloric aspect of ‘Éiníní’ to address is the symbolism surrounding key inanimate 
objects. The first of these is found in the Hardebeck version, in which the narrator states 
“codlaigí fé’n droigh neach’” (go to sleep in the blackthorns). The second is the claí (O’Baoill 
and O’Baoill 2007), or leasa (Hardebeck n.d.), meaning wall, or fairy fort. We will begin 
discussions with the blackthorn, a tree with supernatural symbolism that taps directly into 
protection against the sí. 
 The physical attributes of the blackthorn tree inform its symbolism. Mac Coitir states 
that “the blackthorn, with its bitter black fruits, sharp thorns and tough wood is a symbol of 
fierceness and malevolence, but also strength and protection. In contrast to this, however, its 
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white blossoms are a symbol of female beauty” (Mac Coitir 2003:102). There is material to 
suggest that fairies considered blackthorns with respect, as well as fear, leading to customs of 
carrying or sleeping with blackthorn as a form of protection against the fairies. A strong and 
hard wood, the blackthorn is a common variety to work with in making shillelaghs.96 Indeed, 
looking to ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’, part of the abducted woman’s instructions for escape are that 
her husband is to come with a ‘black-hafted’ knife, as was the only type of knife that could be 
used in defence against the fairies (McLaughlin 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018).97 
 The blackthorn yields a double-sided symbol of protection and security, as well as an 
ominous foreshadowing of a need for defence and the possibility of misfortune and unlucky 
fairy intervention. Additionally, the blackthorn has associations with witchcraft, possibly 
because of its recurring appearance in stories involving threatening or threatened women. 
Christ’s crown of thorns and predictions of dangerous weather have been associated with the 
blackthorn as well. Incorporating its branches and blossoms into decorations was done to repel 
dark forces and bring good luck (Mac Coitir 2003). The Lunantishee98 (Evans-Wentz 1977) is 
a specific type of fairy that relates to the blackthorn. These fairies guarded the trees against 
being cut on the original All Hallows Eve and original May Day and punished anyone who 
attempted to do so. 
 While its sharp thorns make it a difficult wood to work with, it also dissuades potential 
predators and supplies convenient shelter for birds that are small enough to reside comfortably 
in its branches. Therefore, for small birds, the blackthorn is both a residence and protection. 
These trees have a connection with birds through several Irish legends, including one in which 
St. Mochae was musically enchanted for 150 years by birds living in a blackthorn tree (Mac 
Coitir 2003; Healy 2019). This legend is another example of birdsong acting as magical 
enchantment, and even entrapment. I therefore suggest that the blackthorn in ‘Éiníní’ could be 
interpreted as a protective shelter for the subjects of the song by repelling intruders with its 
 
96A lethal weapon doubling as a walking stick, shillelaghs were cudgels. They often have a club at their head 
(sometimes filled with lead) and are just short enough to not touch the ground when one stands. Fighting sticks 
were often used in faction fights (noted above), with the type of wood used to make the stick sometimes denoting 
the faction or gang, such as the Blackthorns. 
97There is further connection to elemental objects between the blackthorn and the iron that make up the knife. Iron 
was another substance with strong supernatural implications of protection and barrier creation. It has also been 
noted to have been kept close in order to ward off fairies (de Cléir 2018; Crofton Croker 2008; Watt 2012; 
Dennehy, E. 2016; McLaughlin 2018). Examples include nailing a horseshoe to the wall or door, or forming a 
cross with iron fire tongs above or in a child’s crib (Bhreathnach 2018; Watt 2012; de Cléir 2018). 
98This fairy may have connections with the Leannán Sídhe, or the fairy lover, who brought men under her amorous 
spells until they had wasted away. This figure is the inspiration to many aisling songs and poetry in Ireland and 
connects the Lunantishee and the blackthorn in with feminine beauty (Mac Coitir 2003:104; Evans-Wentz 1977). 
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thorns and supernatural connotations. The blackthorn’s use as shelter. The birds can connect 
with fairy belief through concealment and protection, as well as a form of respectful interaction. 
 There is also evidence of the blackthorn being grown as fences or hedgerows, often in 
connection with delineating barriers during great battles. This is not only a characteristic of 
blackthorn in folklore but is also an aspect true to history, with blackthorn being planted as 
hedgerows for centuries. This trend was particularly pronounced in the northern areas of the 
country during the Cromwellian era99 (Robinson 1977; Mac Coitir 2006). Association of this 
tree with delineating barriers leads us to the second object of this section – the wall, or fairy 
fort, found outside the singer’s residence (Mac Coitir 2003:102-107; Ó Cróinín 1985; Ó 
hEochaidh, et al. 1977; Carmichael 1992; Evan Wentz 1915; Tóibín 1967; Gregory 1920). 
This wall recurs throughout the Ceolta Gael version of ‘Éiníní’ with the narrator asking 
the birds to sleep “cois an chlaí amuig”’ (beside the wall outside) (O’Baoill and O’Baoill 
2007). While lyrics concerning the wall were new to Nóirín Ní Riain, the importance of the 
wall, and its potential for allegorical meaning, quickly resonated with her, as she said “this wall 
outside, yes, very interesting, yes. Well that could, you know be an important one too, Ciara, 
you know. Like, were lullabies sung at the wall outside, where people didn’t actually hear what 
was being sung to the child? […] Or could it be a metaphor for something that is secret? And 
that’s, because I’d say that is a powerful one” (Ní Riain 2018). Much like placing an article of 
the father’s clothing in the crib with the child, laying out a perimeter of salt, or marking barriers 
with iron (White 1976; de Cléir 2018; Watt 2012; Dennehy, E. 2016), the wall could signify a 
protective barrier through which evil forces could not cross (Bhreathnach 2018; Ní Riain 2018; 
de Cléir 2018; Ó Madagáin 1989). We see a wall briefly mentioned in Adelaide Gosset’s 
‘Creeveen Cno’ (See Appendix 3), in which the beggar who is receiving food is “outside the 
wall” (Gosset 1915:164). This seems to be placing the familiar characters of the story, Peter 
and Paul, inside this safe barrier, and the unfamiliar beggar outside. 
Marina Warner’s writing resonates with this interpretation. She details the formation of 





99The Cromwellian era was a period of British conquest in Ireland in the seventeenth century. During this time, 
Oliver Cromwell invaded Ireland for the sake of English Parliament and Great Britain’s re-establishment of 
Ireland (McKeiver 2007). 
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‘[…] it was necessary to draw a circle around that uncertain and fragile centre, to organise a 
limited space … marking out a wall of sound, or at least a wall with some sonic bricks in it.’ 
They [Deleuze and Guattari] go on to argue that changes, snatches of song, Muzak, humming 
to oneself as one works, putting the radio on, serve to mark the boundaries, as stones do. They 
mention lullabies […] because familiarity through repetition inscribes the territory until it is 
known by heart. 
(Warner 1998b:204, quoting Deleuze and Guattari 1987)  
Warner highlights the delicate and anxiety-driven motivations for singing and the security one 
can find in sonically marking barriers. Philip Bohlman also developed on such themes in his 
keynote lecture, ”’Lifted Up from the Earth at the Very Moment of Death’: The Border, the 
Wall, and the Musical Topography of Migration Crisis”. In this lecture, he contemplated walls 
as physical and sonic structures for containment, demarcation, and shelter. He also considered 
their reflection and representation in music, and the ethnomusicological implications of these 
possibilities for communities of migratory and refugee status across time and community 
(Bohlman 2020). Ceolta Gael’s version of ‘Éiníní’ shows contradictory messages arising 
between demarcation of boundaries – by the mention of a wall – and placement of the birds by 
the wall, rather than inside a protective perimeter. 
As noted earlier, by voicing the names of different songbirds, the singer could be 
concealing their young, susceptible subjects from abducting forces. In boasting that her birds 
are outside, rather than within a protective perimeter, the singer can conceal their true location 
by distraction and diversion. This could encourage the fairies to continue their search 
externally, rather than entering the premises. A similar diversion occurs in, ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ 
(See Appendix 3). The abducted narrator conceals her escape plans in the guise of a lullaby, so 
as not to make her plans known to her captors (McLaughlin 2018). “Sleep, beside the wall 
outside” (McLaughlin 2002) could, therefore, act as both a protective barrier against 
supernatural abductors – drawing up a sonic and physical boundary – and as a concealment of 
their true location, inside. 
Turning to the Hardebeck version, we find a direct connection between such a structure 
and fairy interaction. The lyrics refer singularly to “leasa ina luighe’ muigh” (a fairy fort lying 
outside) (Hardebeck n.d.) when introducing the síofra as an antagonist. Rather than articulating 
the structure as a more ambiguous wall, Hardebeck’s lyrics specify the structure as a leasa – 
another spelling of lios – and directly identifies it as belonging to the fairies. Rather than 
drawing boundaries of protection through the song, the singer could be highlighting the fairies 
and their fort: not a protective wall, but now a wall of the opposing side; a wall in which the 
singer would like to contain these supernatural forces. By directly addressing the síofra and its 
leasa, the singer could be informing the fairy that they are aware of its presence. In doing so, 
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the singer could be reassuring the children that the fairy will not harm them, and they will not 
be taken into its fort. Therefore, the fairy could be discouraged from making advances. 
 
3.2.3 ‘Éiníní’: Representation and Summary 
The interpretations that have been drawn from the various characters of ‘Éiníní’ can be 
connected to produce a vivid story of concealment, abduction, superstition, and protection. In 
considering both the Hardebeck and the Ceolta Gael lyrics, the underlying narrative, laced in 
metaphor, could be that the singer is protecting their children from malevolent forces through 
misdirection. Such an interpretation supports Ó Madagáin’s thoughts on lullaby as a form of 
ritual and protective charm (Ó Madagáin 1989). These forces fall in and out of mention and 
metaphor between these versions. In the Ceolta Gael lyrics, there is no direct mention of 
antagonists. However, there is the categorisation of songbirds and darker birds, as well as 
blackbirds and carrion birds.  
There is also the reiterated mention of the boundary marker, the wall outside, which 
would imply a sense of unknown and apprehension as to what possible malicious creatures 
could be beyond. The blackthorn serves to represent both a boundary marker and a form of 
protection and shelter. Marina Warner taps into this unease saying that “the temporal and 
spatial axes intersect in the arms, on the lap of the mother figure, and it is the unknown future 
ahead and the unknown terrain beyond that swell with menace, while the here-and-now 
represents safety, ideally to be prolonged and extended. But envisaging zones beyond the home 
consistently stirs anxieties” (Warner 1998b:204-205). 
Hardebeck’s lyrics name the antagonists of this song more directly, first in a veil of 
symbolism by placing them as the cat and her kittens, and the greedy otter. The veil is then 
pulled by addressing the supernatural tête-à-tête, through mention of the síofra and its leasa. 
From what is being presented in these lyrics, and through evidence of connected traditional 
customs (Mac Coitir 2015; Ó hEochaidh 1969/70; Bhreathnach 2018), the birds that are named 
could be seen to represent small children. The bird names could also be considered terms of 
endearment, in place of more conventional Irish language affections such as “mo stór” or “mo 
leanbh” (my treasure or my child). The categorisation of these birds into songbirds and darker 
birds raises striking symbolism that could be reflective of the children and the fates that wait 
on the other side of the wall. The songbirds each bear individual symbolic personalities that 
can resonate with each child.  
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Some particular customs and beliefs associate the wren with the youngest child 
(Breathnach 2018). The inclusion of the robin, wren, and lark brings in parallels of pre-
Christian and Christian belief systems, as these birds have folk associations with Christ in both 
helpful and hindering ways. Furthermore, all five of the songbirds listed between the two sets 
of lyrics have connections with religious and folk beliefs (Mac Coitir 2015; Ó hEochaidh 
1969/70). Their grouped mention in ‘Éiníní’ is therefore notable as it brings the narrator close 
to the veil between this and the Otherworld. It keeps the disguised children sonically safe and 
contained together in one verse. The darker birds mentioned in the lullaby could furthermore 
represent misfortune, death, and fairy presence. While the blackbird is not directly symbolic of 
death, its inseparable association with the supernatural in Fairy Faith, and its inclusion with the 
harbingers of death, the crow and the raven, in the Ceolta Gael version inevitably signals 
ominous foreboding. The placement of the raven in the Hardebeck version – “watching at the 
hour of midnight” (Ó Flatharta 2018) – further signals a threat of death. The incorporation of 
time running out or starting a new cycle feeds directly into Lakoff and Turner’s conception of 
Death as Time (Lakoff and Turner 1989; Lakoff and Johnson 2003).  
These children are reassured of their security and protection through the lyrics that 
surround them in the song. In the Ceolta Gael version, the reiteration of “go to sleep” – similar 
to the refrain of ‘Bog Braon’ – could imply this reassurance. It could also be perceived as 
frustration and exasperation. Could the mention of darker birds then be perceived as a threat, 
in bidding for the children’s sleep? In the Hardebeck version, on the other hand, the intent of 
protection is explicitly stated, with the assurance that no harm or loss will befall the little birds 
through sinister forces with the singer there as their companion.  
 Through such symbolism, we see some lessons presented for the child listening. On the 
practical and surface level, ‘Éiníní’ is a prime example of language acquisition through song. 
Like in ‘Bog Braon’, there is the crucial developmental aspect of listing and repetition (Ní 
Shúilleabháin Á 2019; Goddard Blythe 2015; Burke 2016; Ní Shúilleabháin 2018). However, 
in ‘Éiníní’, the language acquisition has to do with animals and the natural world, rather than 
different food and drink. On the level of parable and moral lessons, both sets of lyrics are 
signalling a wariness to the child: to not go beyond designated boundaries for fear of dangers 
that they might encounter. While not many interviewees had affirming knowledge of, or 
connected immediately with such supernatural interpretations of ‘Éiníní’ as I present here, 
several were cognisant of such family and folk legends that involved boundaries (Bhreathnach 
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2018; Ó Lionáird 2018; Ní Cheannabháin 2019).  For instance, Bhreathnach related to this 
when remembering warnings given by past generations to her and her siblings: 
as a child, I mean, there were places you didn’t go, you just didn’t go there, because you were 
told that [it had] to do with the fairies, so you don’t go in there, you don’t mess with it, and 
you don’t, you just keep away from it. 
(Bhreathnach 2018) 
She went on to acknowledge the transmission of these traditions by noting that “those places 
are still there. My grandchildren know not to go there because we keep up that tradition. We 
believe enough not to have them mess with it, just in case” (Bhreathnach 2018). Angela Bourke 
noted the use of fairies as a cautionary tool against harmful objects or situations, saying “Fairy 
belief legend, with its constant theme of ambiguity and danger, could encode both the dangers 
and the benefits of important plants, drawing attention to them and making them recognisable” 
(Bourke 1998:82). In pointing out the delineating wall to the songbirds of ‘Éiníní’, the narrator 
emphasises the safety found inside this boundary. They implicitly suggest not to go beyond 
this border, so as not to aggravate or tempt the fairies and malevolent forces that could harm 
them. Such themes will arise again in discussions of ‘Hó-bha-ín’. 
 This parable echoes the emotional narrative of the caregiver. Through this lens, we can 
interpret wariness and anxiety over destructive and unknown forces, and a need to protect that 
brings out a sense of fierce love, and perhaps some frustration. Their reference to the children 
through affectionate endearments, as well as their evident, or perhaps thinning patience and 
constant presence is seen through the reiteration of phrases like “go to sleep”, “I am with you” 
and “no harm or loss will come to you”. This could imply unconditional love and support, as 
well as perhaps a level of ambivalence. Ultimately, in disguising the children as songbirds, the 
narrator can be interpreted as showing this main thrust of wanting to protect the children. 
However, from what is the narrator protecting these children? The fear of an ominous shadow 
is subliminally palpable in this song through metaphorical and symbolic referencing of 
antagonistic characters as well as implying dangers beyond the wall. In considering these 
aspects, the narrator could be acknowledging their fear of harm coming to their children, and 
expressing and coping with these emotions. They could, perhaps, be bullying the children into 
sleep through the threat of enacting these antagonists, or they could be assuring their children 
that they will guard them against these dangers and keep them safe as they sleep. From these 
discussions of the various elements that make up ‘Éiníní’ many layers of potential meaning 
and interpretation arise out of this list of birds. Similar themes are present in the next lullaby, 
173 
 
‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, in which larcenous supernatural forces make a much more explicit and 
alluring visit to the story. 
 
3.3 ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ 
While in ‘Éiníní’, the singer possibly intends to hide the children through bird names to avoid 
fairy meddling, in other lullabies the interactions with supernatural forces can be more direct. 
With this in mind, we turn to the lullaby ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, in which advocacy and 
encouragement of the child’s strengths to resist fairy enchantment and entrapment are 
emphasised. This lullaby is one that has been readily mentioned in many conversations for this 
research. While it may be less actively applied than ‘Bog Braon’ or ‘Éiníní’100 by parents in a 
practical context, due to its more intricate melody and narrative, it seems to be one of the most 
prominent, recognised, and representative songs of Irish traditional lullaby repertoire.101  
It has been recorded in many audio and written sources over the past century, and where 
recordings or sheet music for the song are available, there seems to be very little variation in 
melody (Nic Amhlaoibh 2006; Elsafty 2007; Heaney 1982, 2000; Henry 1990; Uí 
Choisdealbha 1923; Gosset 1915; Mullin 2010; Ó Ceallaigh 1907, 1917; Gramore 2006a; Ní 
Uallacháin 1994; Ní Fhiaich 2003). The musical characteristics of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ are 
exemplary of the genre (Porter 2001; Watt 2012; Vallely 1999). It has a lilting metre and a 
melody that tends to arpeggiate in descending motion around the tonic in its A section. It then 
jumps to the upper tonic to float back down the octave in the B section. The musical notation 
for ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ can be found below: 
 
100This assertion is based, foremost, on the perspectives of several interviewees, who noted its being maintained 
more strongly through the performative context of professional albums, song sessions, and live gigs, rather than 
the practical setting of lulling a child to sleep (Nic Amhlaoibh 2016, 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin 2018; Cormican 
2018). In addition to many correspondents noting that ‘Bog Braon’ and ‘Éiníní’ would have, in many cases, been 
songs that they learned in school, this was also reflected in the written appearances of these songs. Through 
previous publications, ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ often came forward in sources that seemed to be curated as poetic 
collections, or as a resource for singers and song scholars. ‘Bog Braon’ and ‘Éiníní’ appeared more often in 
collections and sources that seemed to be focused more toward children and teachers as educational resources, in 
addition to song collections aimed at singers and song scholars (Uí Choisdealbha 1923; Gosset 1915; Henry 1990; 
Ní Shúilleabháin 2016; O’Baoill and O’Baoill 2007; Ní Fhiaich 2003; Ó Tuama and Costello 1985; Ó Baoill and 
O’Toole 1969). 
101That being said, there were several informants throughout this research who noted singing ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ to 




(Uí Choisdealbha 1923:66) 
Figure 7 Musical notation for 'Seoithín Seo-hó' 
Its title reflects the soothing vocables sprinkled throughout its lyrics. These could be thought 
of as equivalent to the English “hush-a-bye”, and has become almost synonymous with the 
term ‘lullaby’ within Irish traditional music. This has been noted throughout this dissertation, 
and evidenced in P.W Joyce’s fieldwork manuscripts of 1856, as he remarked that when 
seeking out lullabies, one might need to specify their search for “Seo-ho’s or Chunawns”102 
(Joyce 1856:21). Across the range of Irish traditional lullaby titles and lyrics, vocables such as 
seoithín, seo and seo-hó are frequent. Examples of this are seen in ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ 
(McLaughlin 2012), ‘Seo ló! Seo ló Mo Leanbh Bán ó’ (Ní Fhiaich 2003), ‘Do Chuirfinn-si 
Féin mo Leanabh a Chodhladh’ (Petrie 1855:146), and ‘Ó Cé Hé Seo’ (Vallely n.d.). 
These vocables are prevalent in not only the lyrics but also the names of several 
lullabies in the tradition, including ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, ‘Seo ló! Seo ló Mo Leanbh Bán ó’, 
‘Seoithín Seo’ and ‘Seoithín agus Seoithín’. ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ has also been referred to as 
‘Seo hú leó’ in various publications (Petrie 1855; O’Daly 1876; O’Sullivan 1981).  As this non-
lexical phrase can refer to not one single song, but a range of lullabies – and, indeed, to the 
broader genre – the task of tracing the roots of one particular version can be, at times, 
 
102Noted in the Introduction and in Chapter 2, “chunawn” is possibly another term synonymous with lullaby. See 
discussions of the lullaby ‘Hó-bha-ín’ for more on this. 
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ambiguous and clouded. We have seen this through examples in the works of Petrie and Joyce, 
such as Petrie’s ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ (Petrie, 1855:73) or  Joyce’s ‘Suantraidhe (Soontree)’. 
Regarding this piece, Joyce stated that he had “never heard it sung with any words except 
“Shoheen-sho u-lo-lo as thu mo-lannav” ” (Joyce 1873:74). There are also examples from 
Adelaide Gosset’s collection, such as ‘Slumber Music (Suantraidhe)’, ‘Halloween’, and ‘The 
Fairy Nurse’ (Gosset 1915:153, 157 and 161). 
Because of this broad range of use and spelling of these vocables that are used in the 
titles of various Irish traditional lullabies, the version of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó I have chosen to 
analyse here is that which was popularised by Connemara-born Joe Heaney. Heaney was a 
highly lauded tradition bearer of Irish song. This lullaby was disseminated widely throughout 
Heaney’s performance and teaching career in the twentieth century. This can be seen as one of 
the major reasons for its continued prominence today (Williams and Ó Laoire 2011; Heaney 
1982, 2000). When referring to ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ in interviews, almost everyone recognised 
this song in association with Heaney’s version. Indeed, some would refer to it as “the Joe 
Heaney one” or “the one from Joe Heaney” (Ní Riain 2016; Ní Cheannabháin 2019).  
However, the song has earlier roots in the twentieth century. It has been traced to a 
pamphlet of poems published in 1917 called The Irish Christmas (Ó Ceallaigh, 1917), and to 
a Christmas edition of An Claideam Soluis,103 from 1907 (Ó Ceallaigh 1907). In both of these 
publications, the song is entitled ‘Crónán na mBanaltra’ (The Nurse’s Lullaby). Looking into 
the short life and prolific career of Reverend Ó Ceallaigh (1879-1924), he was a highly 
achieved Professor of Education, earning positions in several educational institutions across 
Ireland. He also inherited a love for Irish music, folklore, and language from his grandmother, 
with whom he lived from the age of four. These interests were influenced by his studies at 
Maynooth College, and he came to also be known as a writer, having published a range of Irish 
and English poems, plays, and ceol-dramaí (musical dramas) (Ó Héideáin 2001; Doran 2017). 
Two slightly later sources of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ (Gosset 1915; Uí Choisdealbha 1923) 
both include this song with accreditation to Ó Ceallaigh. Eibhlín Uí Choisdealbha’s 1923 
collection of songs from Galway and Mayo, Amhráin Mhuighe Seóla (Uí Choisdealbha 1923) 
is also a connecting point to Heaney’s knowledge and dissemination of the song, as she 
collected ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ from Connemara. She also notes that the song was acquired eleven 
years earlier than its inclusion in her collection. Given the amount of time that could have 
 
103An Claideam Soluis: an Irish-language nationalist newspaper that was published from 1899-1931. The name 
draws from mythology, as An Claideam Soluis can be translated as “The Sword of Light” (Koch 2006). 
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occurred between compiling the collection and its publication in 1923, Uí Choisdealbha’s 
acquisition of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ during her fieldwork would have been in 1912, at the latest. 
This correlates with Heaney’s early recollections of his grandmother singing it to his younger 
sister (Heaney 1982), given that Heaney was born in 1919, the same period as Choisdealbha’s 
fieldwork for her book.  
In Adelaide Gosset’s collection, Lullabies of the Four Nations: A Coronal of Song with 
Renderings from the Welsh and the Gaelic, ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ is given the name ‘Slumber 
Music (Suantraidhe)’ (Gosset 1915:153). There, she provides an English text set almost 
identical to text in Uí Choisdealbha’s collection, with Uí Choisdealbha’s being a more literal 
translation, and Gosset’s being more of a translation. Gosset and Uí Choisdealbha both give 
credit to Tomás Ó Ceallaigh (Thomas O’Kelly) for the lyrics, saying “P.H. Pearse. (From the 
Irish of The Rev. Thomas O'Kelly)” (Gosset 1915:153) and “The air was written down 
afterwards in 3/8 time by Tomás Mac Domhnall for the Rev. Professor T. O’Kelly (“Ibh 
Máine”), U. C., Galway, who composed the verses which I have given with the air. He has 
kindly given me permission to use them for this collection” (Uí Choisdealbha 1923:67). The 
additional and primary accreditation that Gosset gives to Pádraic Pearse104 is significant and 
will be elaborated below. The Irish lyrics that Uí Choisdealbha supplies are identical to what 
is credited to Ó Ceallaigh in the Christmas edition of An Claideam Soluis, and The Irish 
Christmas pamphlet (Ó Ceallaigh 1907, 1917). Therefore, this can be considered one version. 
When referring to this particular version throughout this dissertation, it will be noted as Uí 
Choisdealbha’s version (Uí Choisdealbha1923), as – out of Ó Ceallaigh, Pearse, Gosset, and 
Uí Choisdealbha – this is the specific source referred to most frequently in this research.  
It is interesting to note that both of Ó Ceallaigh’s publications of this song are connected 
to outputs involving Christmas. Yuletide and the Nativity are, in fact, quite significant to this 
song. It is traditionally purported to have been sung to the Christ Child by the Virgin Mary or 
Saint Joseph, depending on the version (Uí Choisdealbha 1923; Heaney 1982; Ní Riain 2016, 
2018; Henry 1990; Pearse, Campbell and Markey 2009; Pearse 1916; Doghonadze and 
Tsimintia 2013). To return to Gosset’s mention of Pearse in connection to this song, this 
backstory involving the Holy Family could possibly be sourced to Pádraic Pearse’s last 
publication before his death, An Mháthair agus Sgéalta Eile (The Mother and Other Stories) 
 
104Pádraic Pearse (1879-1916) was a writer, educator, and Irish nationalist. He wrote stories in Irish and English, 
and was one of the political leaders executed in the 1916 Easter Rising (Pearse, Campbell and Markey 2009; 
Farrell Moran 1994; O’Leary 2010). 
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(Pearse 1916; O’Leary 2010). In the short story of “The Mother”, within this publication, the 
main character, Maire, sings this song to the crying babies of the community. Her belief, which 
she passes on to the mothers around her, is that the Virgin Mary taught this song to the mothers 
of Ireland, and that those who host the Virgin Mary on Christmas Eve with open doors and a 
table setting will be blessed with happiness and health.  
This taps into the beliefs, stories, and traditions surrounding lullabies for the infant 
Christ, Mary, and Joseph’s flight from Egypt, the birth of Christ in the manger, and the 
Coventry Carol (Warner 1998b; Gosset 1915; Watt 2012; Daiken 1959), as well as Tim 
Dennehy’s recollections and influences for his song ‘An Nollaig Theas’, discussed in relation 
to ‘Bog Braon’ (Dennehy, T. 2016). Uí Choisdealbha’s accounts support this belief: “In reply 
to a question […] as to how the Connemara mothers soothed their babies to slumber, he 
[Micheál Breathnach, her informant] lilted me the above tune. […] I have been told by another 
friend that the mothers of Connemara have a great reverence for the tune, believing that it was 
used by the Blessed Virgin in putting her Child to sleep” (Uí Choisdealbha 1923:67). 
The association of the Virgin Mary with the story of this song is further supported by 
Gosset. She quoted from Pearse speaking about the connection of the air of ‘Crónán na 
Banaltra’ (‘Seoithín Seo-hó’) with a different lullaby, ‘A Mountain Woman’s Crooning’ 
(Gosset 1915:237), saying: 
This is set to the music called Cronan na Banaltra (The Nurse’s Croon), with which the 
mothers of Iar Connacht [West Connacht], Co. Galway, say the blessed Virgin used to sing 
the Infant Christ to sleep. Many lullabies are sung to the tune in Iar Connacht and in 
Connemara. 
(Pearse in Gosset 1915:270) 
Pearse’s note for ‘A Mountain Woman’s Crooning’ continues on to outline a similar story to 
what he depicts through his short story, “The Mother”, in which the Virgin Mary and Christ 
Child are welcomed into houses with open doors and a candle lit in the window (Pearse in 
Gosset 1915:270-71). If we refer back to Tim Dennehy’s discussions surrounding ‘An Nollaig 
Theas’, a similar custom is recounted (Dennehy, T. 2016). It is uncertain if this story is the 
continuation of the generally accepted backstory for ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, or if he has relayed 
what was depicted in his short story, “The Mother” (Pearse 1916).  
Pearse’s association with ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ extends further back than An Mháthair and 
becomes connected to Ó Ceallaigh’s work. Pearse was the editor of the newspaper An 
Claideam Soluis, in 1907 when this song was published in Ó Ceallaigh’s name (Doran 2017; 
Ó Ceallaigh 1907). Interestingly, Ó Ceallaigh and Pearse shared a number of interests, so it 
seems likely that their paths crossed through involvement in various organisations, such as the 
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Irish Republican Brotherhood (O’Leary 2010), or An Claideam Soluis (Koch 2006). Sharing 
the same age, while Ó Ceallaigh was from Sligo and Pearse from Dublin, both spent a great 
deal of time for schooling and careers in both Dublin and Galway. They also shared similar 
interests: education, writing, Irish language and culture, and strong nationalistic activity and 
interest in Irish independence (O’Leary 2010). Through these latticing outlets of associations, 
it seems likely that Pearse and Ó Ceallaigh would have known of each other. 
A question still remains as to whether ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ was created by one of these 
writers, or transcribed from their knowledge and acquaintance with ethnographic sources 
and/or lived experience. Uí Choisdealbha notes that the words were composed by Ó Ceallaigh 
(Uí Choisdealbha 1923:67). A strong case can be made that Ó Ceallaigh, a writer and priest, 
penned a lullaby in dedication to the Infant Christ, with the story depicting the Virgin Mary 
singing this to Jesus possibly following after the song’s publication. However, Pearse’s 
writings and mention of the lullaby – while in the form of a short story – draw heavily from 
the landscape, soundscape, and community traditions and beliefs of Connemara, with which 
he was enamoured. Therefore, we can also infer that this lullaby, and the associated story, were 
taken from the oral tradition and beliefs of their contemporaneous and previous generations.  
While all references to ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ that have been found through this research are 
from the twentieth century, there is additionally the potential for it to reach further back into 
history. This can be stated because of the proximity of Ó Ceallaigh, Pearse, Gosset, and Uí 
Choisdealbha’s outputs to the turn of the century, as well as of Heaney’s grandmother’s 
familiarity with the song in his early childhood. The vocables and story presented through its 
lyrics also resonate with the lexicon and narratives found in other lullaby examples of the  
nineteenth and early-twentieth century, such as ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ (Petrie 1855). 
While the version of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ disseminated first by Ó Ceallaigh and Pearse 
and then by Gosset and Uí Choisdealbha seems to have its origins in Connemara,105 it is 
ubiquitously known across Ireland and is a defining example of the Irish traditional lullaby. 
Indeed, it sees continuation of applicability and composition today. An example of this comes 
from Nóirin Lynch, who wrote another verse for her nephew who was born in Australia (Lynch 
2020). Incorporating Australian motifs into her verse, she felt that this bridged aspects of his 
identity with roots in Ireland and new growth in Australia. Her siblings and nephew have since 
 
105 This is largely because of these multiple publications’ centrality in Connemara, and the song’s strong 
continuation by Heaney and other singers through the oral tradition in practical and performative settings.  
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moved back to Ireland, and though he has grown considerably from the time that she wrote this 
verse, Lynch noted that: 
[…] he still smiles when I sing ‘Seoithín Seó’ [sic.] to him, he kind of lights up, and it’s kind 
of, for me – I don’t know that he necessarily has a particular memory of it, he’s only two and 
a half, he can’t tell me – but I think it was a comforting thing that he got when he was a small 
child, and there’s something about lullabies that connects. And all the big songs are great, but 
underneath the lullaby carries story and history and all that. So for me, there’s a load of, like, 
I love that ‘Seoithín Seó’ [sic.], and I’ve added, with the air, I’ve put in a couple of verses in 
English that is around […] the little nephew, yea. But it’s just for my – that’s just for myself, 
it’s kind of a family connection, but it carries something for me, you know? 
(Lynch 2016) 
Furthermore, of the four lullabies considered in detail within this study, ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ is 
the one example where an English language version has been observed. This version is entitled 
‘The Christ Child’s Lullaby’, and bears a very similar backstory to what has previously been 
conveyed by Ó Ceallaigh, Pearse, Gosset, and Uí Choisdealbha, as well as several informants 
for this research. This version was collected in Coleraine, County Derry, by Sam Henry in the 
1930s (Henry 1990). Both Henry’s version and the version disseminated by the four writers 
noted above, include not only fairies but also angelic figures. This further exemplifies the 
interplay between languages and ideologies that has been present throughout Irish society, 
history, and tradition. We will now elaborate on the story presented in ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ in 
order to gain a deeper understanding of its narrative. 
 
3.3.1 ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’: Story Content 
The lyrics of this song show the caregiver showering their child with poetic colourful 
affections, placing blessings of health and good fortune on them, and describing an enchanting 
supernatural spectacle. There is minimal immediate metaphorical reference such as that 
interpreted in ‘Bog Braon’ or ‘Éiníní’, where we were questioning the symbolism behind the 
seemingly every-day events and items that surrounded the caregiver and child. The filigreed 
terms of endearment found throughout the song seem to demonstrate the caregiver’s 
unconditional love for their child. This is further emphasised by the caregiver relaying 
blessings, which encourage the child to remain quiet, strong, healthy, and with the caregiver. 
There is a foreboding shadow, however, surrounding the caregiver’s hushing, and 
praying for safety. Between affections and blessings, the singer depicts enticing fairy revelry, 
as well as angelic observation seen in some versions. Depending on the iteration, this revelry 
could be from “ar Mhullach an tSidhe” (on the hill of the Sidhe106) (Uí Choisdealbha 1923), 
 
106As noted in Chapter 1, ‘sidhe’ is an Irish term for fairies, similar to ‘sí’.  
180 
 
or “ar mhullach an tí” (on the roof of the house) (Heaney 1982). When angels are included in 
the song, they are depicted hovering above the child’s crib (Uí Choisdealbha 1923). While the 
otherworldly visitors seem enchanting, their presence is, in fact, a sinister one, as they intend 
to lure the child away from their caregiver, into the Otherworld. Unlike the popular and 
whimsically diminutive image of fairies, most fairies in the Irish tradition – while being 
enchanting and glamourous – bear a dangerous and insidious nature.107 Gearóidín Bhreathnach 
articulated this fearful prospect well, saying: 
The thing was, people were very much afraid of the fairies, when their young children were 
born and they’d be as babies. They were that terrified, that the fairies would take their child, 
they very rarely left the house and – because, the women of the house, they couldn’t even go 
out to take in turf or go to the clothesline without – if the baby was still in the cradle, they 
would take the tongs from the fire and open it out like a cross, to cross the, so the metal would 
cross the mouth of the cradle, so that the fairies wouldn’t interfere with the baby while they 
were alone. So they were terrified of […] their own baby taken and the changeling being left. 
(Bhreathnach 2018) 
The threat of larcenous fairies has been a common thread found in all three of the lullabies 
discussed so far and can be seen as an overarching characteristic. Within ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, 
their ethereal attempts at enchantment and entrapment of the child are quite poetic, with the 
fairies dancing in the moonlight: 
Ar mhullach an tí tá síógí geala 
Faoi chaoin-ré an earraigh ag imirt ‘s ag spóirt 
Is seo hiad aniar iad chun glaoch ar mo leanbh 
Le mian le é a tharraingt isteach sa lios mór. 
On the roof of the house there are bright fairies 
Playing and sporting under the gentle rays of the spring 
moon 
Here they come, to call my child out 
Wishing to draw him into the fairy mound 
(Heaney 1982) 
 
A further parallelisation of Christian and pre-Christian supernatural forces is featured in Sam 
Henry’s English version (Henry 1990), as well as the two further quatrains found in Uí 
Choisdealbha’s transcription (Uí Choisdealbha 1923:66). In this, there is the same predicament 
of supernatural beings enticing the child to come with them. However, instead of fairy mischief 
on the roof, they are described as angels floating above the crib, who feel that the child should 
grace them with his presence in Heaven.108 
 
 
107Some interesting, and perhaps slightly twisted descriptions of various creatures from the fairy realm can be 
seen in the lullaby ‘Halloween’, included in Adelaide Gosset’s collection (Gosset 1915:157). 
108 It should be noted that these angels included in Uí Choisdealbha’s publication of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ are 
stemming from Ó Ceallaigh’s version (Ó Ceallaigh 1907, 1917). However, some majorly disseminated versions 
– such as from Joe Heaney – do not include the angels and focus solely on the fairies in the song. 
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3.3.2 ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’: Folkloric Connections 
In analysing ‘Bog Braon’ and ‘Éiníní’, we uncovered several connections into Irish folklore 
and custom that were veiled by naturalistic and domestic symbolism. ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ might 
be regarded as the most direct of these four focus lullabies, as in its story, the predatory 
supernatural forces are not implied through metaphor, but are directly acknowledged and 
described. Therefore, aspects of this song that draw the attention of this analysis are the 
elaborate affections for the child and well wishes placed upon the infant subject. Folkloric 
connections considered will include these topics, as well as the presence and layered meaning 
of the supernatural within and surrounding this song.  
 
3.3.2.1 Terms of Endearment 
One of the notable characteristics seen in ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ is the vivid array of endearments 
for the child that are dotted throughout its lyrics. While ‘Bog Braon’ possesses the nickname 
an seanduine, and ‘Éiníní’ presents a series of bird names representing different children, 
‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ offers affectionate and possessive terms for the child. It clearly expresses 
how fiercely and unconditionally they are loved by the singer. Some examples of this 
descriptive language include “mo sheod gan chealg” (my jewel without guile); “mo chuid d’en 
tsaoghal mór” (my share of the world); and “mo stóir é mo leanabh” (my treasure is my child) 
(Uí Choisdealbha 1923:66). Shorter, more commonplace endearments are also present, such as 
“a stóir mo chroidhe”, “mo laoigh”, and “mo stórín” (treasure of my heart, my darling, and 
my little treasure) (Uí Choisdealbha 1923:66). These phrases are rich with imagery, portraying 
the child as one of the caregiver’s most prized possessions. 
 Terms of affection and disfavour are a facet across songs, children’s songs, and 
lullabies (Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; Warner 1998b). Indeed, these small, ornamental phrases 
often become redundant (Mangan 2002), or go unconsidered despite their potential meaningful 
role as indicators of the narrator’s feelings toward their subject. An example of a more passive-
aggressive endearment, expressing frustration rather than love, comes through in the lullaby 
‘Suantraí Hiúdaí’ (See Appendix 3). In this lullaby, the many children crawling about the 
caregiver are referred to as “b’anásta m’ ualach” (my unwieldy burdens) (Ní Uallacháin 1994; 
Skara Brae 1971; Ní Fhiaich 2003:12; Vallely n.d.). 
In ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, the endearments presented can be seen to show the child as the 
most alluring, coveted treasure that the singer possesses. While affection may be implied 
through playful comparison and function in the nicknames and endearments that we have seen 
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in ‘Bog Braon’ and ‘Éiníní’, there is not the same direct or apparent adoration as in ‘Seoithín 
Seo-hó’. ‘Hó-bha-ín’ shares ground with ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ – as we shall see – in this sense, as 
the endearments included in its lyrics seem to be direct affections rather than comparative 
nicknames. The endearments within ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ seem to be expressions of visceral love 
and affection, not like the passive-aggressive tinges found in ‘Suantraí Hiúdaí’. They could 
also be reflective of a caregiver’s fears that their most precious feature in life might be stolen. 
Other aspects of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ that are complementary to these terms of endearment, and 
anxieties over loss, are the prayers and blessings present within the song. 
 
3.3.2.2 Prayers and Blessings 
Along with the colourful terms of endearment in ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, are eloquent blessings for 
the child. These include: “Séan agus sonas a choídhche ‘do chomhair” (Happiness and luck 
be ever in store for you); “Tá mise led’ thaoibh ag guidhe ort na mbeannacht” (I am by your 
side praying blessings for you); and “Seo beannacht Mhic Dé agus téagair a bhuime leat” 
(May the blessing of God’s Son and the love of His nurse be with you) (Uí Choisdealbha 
1923:66). In these prayers and blessings, we can interpret a hopefulness; a sense of searching 
for and clinging to happiness. Through these blessings, specifically, there seems to be a show 
of the encouragement for happiness as a form of luck and good fortune. The singer is asking a 
higher power to bestow this happiness – good fortune – on the child. Indeed, while séan and 
sonas can both be translated as happiness and have a connotation of luck in their translations 
(Teanglann 2013b), Uí Choisdealbha has differentiated these terms in her lyrical translation as 
‘happiness and luck’ (Uí Choisdealbha 1923:66). 
 Such connotation of a desire for good fortune found in these blessings were discussed 
with Síle de Cléir, relating to the ritualised behaviour found in everyday words and phrases, 
and their capacity to enact, personify, and give strength through their articulation (de Cléir 
2018; Tatar 2010). Imbedded in such words and salutations as ‘goodnight’, ‘goodbye’ or ‘thank 
God!’ – or in Irish examples such as dia dhuit (hello)109 or slán leat/agat (goodbye)110 – we 
find similar well-wishes, blessings and prayer, albeit altered by societal and linguistic 
development over time (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019). 
Acknowledgement of anxiety and fear surrounding unknowns and misfortune can also be 
contained in such words. Síle de Cléir felt that such words of departure are important, and serve 
 
109Literally ‘God be with you’ 
110Literally ‘health with/on you’ 
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quite a specific purpose in bringing a sense of closure, security, and comfort to both their 
enactors and their recipients, because we do not know what lies ahead of us (de Cléir 2018). 
While consideration of the blessings behind salutations begins to span outside the scope 
of this study, it is of considerable importance within lullaby lyrics. This is exemplified in detail 
through the well-wishes given throughout ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’. These blessings can be seen to 
convey the caregiver’s wishes for ongoing health, happiness, and good fortune to come upon 
the child, through the grace of God as well as the child’s resilience against luring temptations 
and ailments. Several interviewees tapped into this aspect of lullaby singing, such as Ber 
McElligott, who neatly noted that “I suppose it’s the same as praying” (McElligott 2017).  
Muireann Nic Amhlaoibh drew from the specialised, connective space that lullabies 
create, saying “It’s so nice to just stop everything and just sing, and be together. And it almost 
reminds me of like praying or meditating or whatever. Just the kind of togetherness” (Nic 
Amhlaoibh 2018). Nóirín Ní Riain acknowledged the confidential nature of such contexts: 
it is a private space; I suppose it is definitely a hidden space there. And I suppose that’s 
probably the reason that so few of them have survived. It was the same, when I was 
researching religious song, now, because so few of them survived because it was so private to 
be sharing your prayers with somebody, and when you would go to collect songs from people, 
you know, it would be the last song that they would want to sing for you, in the same way as 
lullabies. So, there wouldn’t be that many collected, I imagine […] 
(Ní Riain 2018) 
These feelings were shared by other informants, including Síle de Cléir, Elaine Cormican and 
Saileog Ní Cheannabháin (de Cléir 2018; Cormican 2018; Ní Cheannabháin 2019). While 
strong, loving emotions felt for the child arise through these endearments and blessings, such 
statements also reveal an acknowledgement and unease toward what could naturally or 
supernaturally befall the child. Folklorist Billy Mag Fhloinn noted this to say that “People were 
very concerned about infant mortality and child death and the dangers that were close to 
children as well. And then I can even think of some of, in a Christian context, the prayers that 
people had for protection over children. Those kinds of things, you know, they’re conveying 
their anxieties” (Mag Fhloinn 2016). We can now address the substantial component of the 
supernatural forces in this lullaby – fairies and angels that can be enchanting and alluring, but 
also envious and larcenous. 
 
3.3.2.3 Descriptions of the Supernatural 
Between endearments and blessings, there is a fascination as well as apprehension conveyed 
through the lullaby’s story. In this, we find an enchanting fairy gathering, which can yield more 
complex sensations than purely entertainment and joy. The bright fairies are seen: “fá chaoin-
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ré an earraigh ag imirt a spóirt […] le mian é tharraingt isteach san lios mór” (under the fair 
moon of spring playing their games […] wishing to lure him [the child]111 into the great fort). 
There are also angels – in some versions, but not all, as noted above  – that come to the child: 
“le mór-ghrádh dian’ ghá iarraidh chun bealaigh, mar b’aoibhne flaithis dá rachadh sé leo” 
(with great strong love inviting him [the child] away, for Heaven would be more delightful 
were he to go with them) (Uí Choisdealbha 1923:66).  
Similar to the verse of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ quoted from Joe Heaney’s version above, 
supernatural significance also surfaces in Uí Choisdealbha’s version: 
Ar Mhullach an tSidhe tá sídheoga geala 
Fá chaoin-ré an earraigh ag imirt a spóirt, 
‘S seo iad aniar chun glaoidh ar mo leanbh 
Le mian é tharraingt isteach san lios mór. 
 
On the Hill of the Sidhe are fairies shining 
Under the fair moon of spring playing their games, 
And here they come eastward to call to my child 
Wishing to lure him into the great fort. 
(Uí Choisdealbha 1923:66) 
 
Here, again, we have the looming threat of the lios mór (great fort). It has been previously 
noted that these are ancient ruins and natural land formations thought to be fairy dwellings. 
Legends surrounding the fairy lios illustrate its interior as beguiling and enticing, with precious 
stones and metals, lavish food and drink, as well as comforts and extraordinary adventures 
abundant. It is also frightful and ensnaring, with appalling actions and behaviours being played 
out (Crofton Croker 2008; McLaughlin 2018; Evans-Wentz 1977; Bettelheim 1976; Gosset 
1915; Watt 2012). The fairies playing their sports is a notable image, as in Irish folklore they 
are often depicted as passionate and spry, frequently partaking in hurling, racing, and battles 
(Crofton Croker 2008; Evans-Wentz 1977; Narváez 1991).  
In some versions, such as Róisín Elsafty’s recording, ‘ag imirt a spóirt’ (playing their 
games) is transcribed as ‘ag imirt ‘s ag ól’ (playing and drinking) (Elsafty 2007). The 
incorporation of drink into their revelry is significant. It not only exhibits the lavish lifestyle of 
the fairies, but also imbues a tone of deviance and intoxication. As discussed in connection to 
‘Bog Braon’, alcohol was considered a taboo subject that could be covertly accessed through 
song (Joyce and Ní Ghallóglaigh 2015; Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018). Additionally, the capacity for 
alcohol to intoxicate seems also to be conducive with the enchantment, entrapment, and 
soporific qualities of lullabies. 
 
111 It should be noted that the child in this song is translated as ‘him’, and therefore identified as male in gender. 
This can be seen in the above lyric “le mian é” (wishing on him). If the child in the song were feminine, this 
phrase would read “le mian í” (wishing on her). These masculine linguistic features are consistent throughout the 
song when referring to the child.  
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 Further significance can be drawn from mention of the moon, as well as the fairies 
making their way eastward toward the child. The moon as a celestial body is a timeless figure 
in song, literature, and tradition, and globally bears culturally specific connotations (Singh and 
Lush 2001; Moroney and Shed 1995). The moon is often associated with magic, 
transformation, sleep, storytelling, and unusual behaviour. In Irish tradition, while it was 
worshipped in ancient Celtic societies, its shared position with the fairies at night-time brings 
with it ominous implications (Swift 2016; Wilde 1890; Rees and Rees 1961). Interestingly, the 
fairies advance in the opposite direction of the moon, moving from the West rather than from 
the East. I therefore present the interpretation of conflict, opposition, and movement against 
the grain of natural forces in this phrase, as with the descension of the sun in the West, the 
fairies are ushered eastward. 
Through this verse the caregiver directly acknowledges the presence of supernatural 
forces, and fear of their intentions to abduct the child. The depiction of the fairies and angels 
as euphoric and ethereal shows a definite glamourous, yet sinister nature. In the song’s story, 
the child is still present with the caregiver and not yet a changeling, but the caregiver’s anxiety 
over this possibility is shared. This is apparent through the caregiver’s encouragements for the 
child to lie back and not go with the fairies and angels, as well as in the supportive phrase 
“goirim tú, a chroidhe! ní bhfuigh’ siad do mhealladh” (I call thee, my heart! they shall not 
entice you) (Uí Choisdealbha 1923:66). 
As noted above, the presence of angels as creatures wishing to steal the child away is 
not always included in significant variations of this song, such as Joe Heaney’s version. This 
is possibly because it is a surprising and contrasting depiction of angels, considering their usual 
roles as peaceful messengers, protectors, and guardians. Indeed, very often when mention of 
angels is made in Irish traditional lullabies, it is in a benevolent light of admiring and protection 
the child (Gosset 1915; Crofton Croker 2008). However, their wish to steal the child in this 
song also reflects themes of enchantment and an innocence, as they themselves are beguiled 
by the child’s precious, jewel-like beauty (Bettelheim 1976). This is evidenced in their 
reasoning that Heaven – eternal paradise and perfection – would be a better place if the child 
were there; the child is so beautiful that he has made the angels jealous.  
While jealousy seems to be a facet of the flawed, human condition, envy in divine 
beings is seen in many other cultural and religious contexts. A notable example of this is the 
Greek goddess, and Zeus’ wife, Hera, who is prominently known for seeking jealous revenge 
on Zeus’ mortal lovers (Slater 1968). The interplay of angels and fairies, and having a thieving 
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connotation attached to the angels also comes in line with certain theories surrounding the 
origins of fairies and demons. These theories assert that demons were originally fallen angels, 
rejected from Heaven and forced into the Underworld (Evans-Wentz 1977; McLaughlin 2018; 
Narváez 1991; Lenihan and Green 2003; Sugg 2018; Briggs 1977). This opens further 
discussion to cross-cultural potential. There are benevolent and malevolent spiritual forces seen 
throughout the vast majority of religions and cultures. Examples include the tennin of Japanese 
Buddhism, or Silla, from Inuit ideology (Storm 2012; Merkur 1985; Gosset 1915; Warner 
1998b; Fredericksen 2019; Briggs 1977). 
In considering the placement of the supernatural characters in ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, a 
difference in transcription has left us with two versions. One depicts the fairies on the rooftop, 
“ar mhullach an tí” (Heaney 1982), while another shows the fairies “ar Mhullach an tSidhe” 
(on the Hill of the Sidhe) (Uí Choisdealbha 1923:66). Both are phonetically almost 
interchangeable. However, each has different implications for the song’s story, in that one 
places the fairies externally on a hill, while the other brings them into closer proximity. 
Gosset’s notes add to the conversation, as she specifies that “Mullach an Tighe [sic.] [is] 
(literally, roof of the house): a mountain in Connacht” (Gosset 1915:153).112 This spelling, 
Tighe, is also given through Ó Ceallaigh’s publications of the song (Ó Ceallaigh 1907, 
1917).113 This distinction between tí, Tighe, and tSidhe bring up a question of home and 
boundaries. Harkening back to the wall in ‘Éiníní’, the narrator’s home and security is being 
tested: either with the fairies on their rooftop, or on a hilltop. On the rooftop, the fairies create 
a more immediate potential threat. On a distant hill, the fairies’ barrier of their lios – marking 
the Otherworld – is distantly, yet ominously established. Therefore, they are luring the child 
remotely, rather than encroaching on the human space of the home. 
As noted by McLaughlin, the mode of abduction in Otherworld songs through the 
enchantment/entrapment cycle is sometimes noted as a hypnotic trance (McLaughlin 2018; 
Bettelheim 1977). The imagery of these verses – a fantastical, otherworldly ceilidh, or 
mystifying angels swirling above the crib – help to depict this hypnotic enchantment, with an 
objective of entrapment. Such scenarios and allusion to luring supernatural creatures are the 
bread and butter of Irish traditional lullabies – and more broadly speaking, global fairy tale 
 
112Here, Gosset has combined the two meanings to translate it as the roof of the house, but to understand it as a 
geographic landmark in Connacht external to the lulling setting. It is unclear where exactly this mountain is in 
Connacht, as I have not been able to account for it modern maps of the region. 
113It is peculiar that Uí Choisdealbha’s version differs in spelling from Gosset’s (tSidhe versus Tighe), considering 
that they both give credit to Ó Ceallaidh, whose version is spelled Tighe. 
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concepts (Bettelheim 1977; Haase 2004; Tatar 2003; Bottigheimer 2009) – observable in many 
forms throughout the repertoire. For example, there are similar parallels to ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ 
found in another lullaby sung by Joe Heaney, ‘Dún do Shúil’ (Heaney 1981) (See Appendix 
3). While less descriptive, this example also sees fairies and angels watching and waiting for 
an opportunity to steal the child. 
The parallelisation of pre-Christian and Christian ideologies is abundant within this 
lullaby, but also more broadly within the tradition. At the advent of Christianity in Ireland 
onward into contemporary contexts, the supplanting of Christian idioms onto pre-Christian 
beliefs has been a way to achieve several conversionary goals (Low 1996; McLaughlin 2018; 
Uí Ógáin and Sherlock 2012; Martz 2011; Lysaght 1997; Ó Madagáin 1989). It was initially a 
method of integrating Christianity into Irish belief systems, with churches being built on pre-
Christian sacred sites and Irish gods and goddesses being incorporated into sainthood, such as 
Saint Brigid.114 It was also a way of continuing sacred traditions that had been condemned by 
the church, such as the caoineadh – the Irish keening, or lamentation tradition – which was 
then incorporated into Christian burial rituals (Ó Madagáin 1985; Lysaght 1997). However, 
outside of this context, keening continued to be feared by the church. Through the association 
of folk traditions with Christian ritual, aspects of pre-Christian belief were continued. 
This comes through clearly in ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’. In its lyrics, we see fairies and angels 
– pre-Christian and Christian forces – with the same objective of taking the child away. The 
same can be said of these characters in ‘Dún do Shúil’.115 Indeed, external to the lyrics of 
‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, Christian ideology comes into play through its connection to the lullaby the 
Virgin Mary sang to the Christ child116 (Uí Choisdealbha 1923; Pearse 1916; Henry 1990). 
Through these examples of the integration of pre-Christianity into Christian beliefs and 
practices, people who took part in these traditions could therefore continue to tap into a dualism 
of ideology. Muireann Nic Amhlaoibh commented on this dualism, saying: 
 
 
114Saint Brigid is one of the patron saints of Ireland, and purported to be a nun, abbess, and founder of several 
monasteries in early Irish Christianity (O’Donovan 1848; Herbermann 1913). She bears qualities of new growth, 
restoration, and fertility, and her feast day (February 1st) is shared with the pre-Christian Celtic festival Imbolc, 
which symbolised the first day of spring (Toulson 2002). Also associated with these qualities, springtime and 
Imbolc is the pre-Christian Celtic goddess that shares this saint’s name: Brigid. It is therefore thought that the 
sainthood of Brigid is the incorporation of this goddess into Christianity (Berger 1985; Barber 2014). 
115In further example, ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’, we see a mixture of Christian ritual – through a blessed candle – and 
pre-Christian ritual – through a black-hafted knife and a fairy herb – as some of the objects needed to retrieve the 
abducted woman (McLaughlin 2018; Petrie 1855). 
116In version of this story in which genders are reversed, it is Saint Joseph who is singing to the Christ Child rather 
than Mary (Heaney 1982; Williams and Ó Laoire 2011; Ní Riain 2016). 
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She’s [the narrator of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’] singing in one verse about the fairies coming to take 
the child, and equally, there are angels waiting to take the child to heaven and it’s just, yea. I 
love that dichotomy between believing so much in like the church, but also having that strong 
belief still in the older things as well and in the fairy folk and in the magic and, it’s fascinating. 
[…] It really interests me, the way the Irish, for so long, straddled those two worlds. And even 
like our saints were goddesses, who got kind of transformed into saints and, it’s really 
interesting. They kind of made it to suit themselves. 
(Nic Amhlaoibh 2018) 
Such blending of religions and folk beliefs occur globally. For example, the similar 
correspondence between African deities and Catholic saints (Apter 2016), or the integration of 
Vodú into Catholicism in Cuba (Gobin and Morel 2013). Specifically, these songs help to 
represent one’s fears or anxieties through otherworldly explanations (Mag Fhlionn 2016). 
The final piece of supernatural depiction to address in this song are the caregiver’s 
commands and encouragements for the child to resist such temptations. In the song, the 
caregiver insists, “Téirígh a chodladh gan bíodhgadh go ló” (Go to sleep without start until 
day) and “A stórin mo chroidhe, luigh siar in do leabaidh, Le taoibh do mhaime ‘seadh fhanfair 
go fóill” (Treasure of my heart, lie down in your bed, Beside your mamma you still will abide) 
(Uí Choisdealbha 1923:66). The fourth verse of the Choisdealbha version is particularly telling 
of the caregiver’s insistence for the child’s resilience: 
Goirim tú, a chroidhe! ní bhfuigh’ siad do mhealladh 
Le brígh a gcleas ná le binneas a gceoil, 
Tá  mise led’ thaoibh ag guidhe ort na mbeannacht, 
Seoithín, a leanbh, ní imtheo’ tú leo 
I call thee, my heart! they shall not entice you 
By dint of their tricks, or the sweetness of their 
music, 
I am by your side praying for you blessings, 
Seoithín, my child, you will not go with them. 
(Uí Choisdealbha 1923:66) 
 
Through these lyrics, we see the mother’s117 love for her child. I also propose that there is a 
range of emotions and allegiances present: her bravery against these daunting supernatural 
forces, her dedication and sacrifice for her sleeping child, and her assuredness that while she is 
there, it is safe for her child to go to sleep. Furthermore, the final phrase of the song, “Seothín, 
a leanbh, ní imtheo’ tú leo” (Seoithín, my child, you will not go with them) seems to be 
particularly articulate in amplifying the mother’s agency as a caregiver and protector. It not 
only reassures the child, but also possibly addresses and alleviates the narrator’s fears. Moving 
 
117While the caregiver is not specified directly as the mother in the lyrics of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, we can strongly 
infer this through other aspects of its lyrics. Examples include the continuity of placement between the lyrics ‘Tá  
mise led’ thaoibh ag guidhe ort na mbeannacht’ (I am by your side praying for you blessings), and ‘Le taoibh do 
mhaime ‘seadh fhanfair go fóill’ (Beside your mamma you still will abide) (Uí Choisdealbha 1923:66). In these 
two phrases, we can interpret the mother being beside the child, and encouraging them to remain with her through 
the lullaby. It is interesting to note that while the caregiver of this song can be deduced as the child’s mother, the 
main source of dissemination for this song through the oral tradition is from a male singer, Joe Heaney. To take 
this further, Heaney is one who switched the backstory of the song from a lullaby being sung by the Virgin Mary 
to the Christ Child, to being sung by his father, Saint Joseph. 
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forward, we look further into this song’s representations of child, mother, and the supernatural 
to derive deeper meaning and understanding. 
 
3.3.3 ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’: Representation and Summary 
‘Seoithín seo-hó’ is an example of an Irish traditional lullaby that incorporates rich concepts 
from Irish folk and religious belief more directly. Its musical landscape – while maintaining 
characteristics of descending arpeggios and an upward modulation in its B section – seems to 
be more complex in terms of more nuanced aspects of its melodic line. Similarly, while ‘Bog 
Braon’ and ‘Éiníní’ are textually straightforward in listing different birds, food, and drink, the 
lyrics of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ were described by an interviewee as “sophisticated” (Nic 
Amhlaoibh 2018), in comparison. This can be detailed as less repetitive and more narrative, 
bringing a vivid description of supernatural encounters, and directly addressing these forces 
rather than veiling them through symbolism. I offer that the story of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ can be 
interpreted as a mother describing the supernatural intruders that could possibly endanger her 
and her child. She articulates her love for the child, gives support and encouragement for their 
resilience in remaining strong and asleep beside her, and urges the child not to be lured into 
the Otherworld by the enchantments of the fairies and angels that linger nearby. 
While this song seems to be less metaphorical, it is interesting to consider the 
representation of human constructs through supernatural beings. While nothing veils the fairies 
or angels in this song, the fairies and angels help to veil aspects of the inexplicable and painful 
through their presence. Such entrapment can therefore be observed as containment in death or 
unconsciousness, and atypical behaviour. The cause of this was often rationalised by such 
supernatural intervention (McLaughlin, 2016 2018; Mag Fhloinn 2016; Sugg 2018; Bettelheim 
1977). The concept of containment will be revisited in discussions on the last lullaby, ‘Hó-bha-
ín’. Blessings and prayers in this song can reveal the singer’s desire for luck and happiness for 
her child, as well as anxiety over the possibility of her child departing from her. This is directly 
addressed through commands to not go with the fairies or angels into their worlds, being 
Heaven, or the lios mór. These desires tap into a fear of the supernatural through evocative 
descriptions: fairies who are advancing in revelry, or angels hovering above, all trying to lure 






People had an equal respect for the fairy folk and for religion, but mostly, this whole notion 
of childhood mortality, and how many babies must have died so young in both childbirth and 
then later on as well. The chances of your child surviving, and the explanations of that, and 
being taken by this, that, and the other, it’s pretty horrifying. For the mother […] trying to 
keep them close and mind them, as best they can, but this idea that all around the house. That’s 
where all these things are placed – at the end of the house and on the roof and everything, just 
imagining all these things that are trying to take her child away. Pretty terrifying! 
(Nic Amhlaoibh 2016) 
Through Nic Amhlaoibh’s description of the time and setting, we gain a sense of the natural 
and supernatural dangers posed to the child, the caregiver’s fears over those dangers, and their 
sense of love and devotion to their children by protecting them from these dangers in the night, 
despite their fears. Furthermore, we gain a sense of anxiety over a child’s separation: a globally 
recognised aspect which is dauntingly inevitable as the child grows (Lomax Hawes 1974; 
Caudill and Plath 1966; Watt 2012). How caregivers combated these fears and dangers does 
not come solely from expressing desires for happiness and luck, however. Customs of 
prevention, summons, and protection surrounding such interference can seem peculiar or 
morbid from a modern standpoint, but often involved the acknowledgment, enactment, 
soothing, and mockery of one’s fears (Warner 1998b). These tap into discussions above and 
forthcoming, surrounding the changeling.  
In discussing the metaphorical outlets that the fairies could possess, such as fears over 
the unknown, lost or separation, Billy Mag Fhloinn noted that “lullabies are present in lots of 
different cultures and, you know, they’re an essential part of everyday life, like children going 
to sleep, but they can contain meanings and ideas and metaphors and that kind of stuff, which 
contain other beliefs. […] The fairies are often a foreboding of danger, or unknown danger, 
those kind of things. As well as being genuine belief” (Mag Fhloinn 2016). A form of loss and 
separation that was very prevalent at the time of many of these songs’ compositions was higher 
rates of child mortality (Mag Fhloinn 2016; Nic Amhlaoibh 2016). 
As we change our state of consciousness through sleep, it is understandable that a 
caregiver would be wary of losing their child to anything, natural or supernatural. This came 
through in Karan Casey’s as a continuous source of anxiety: 
You’re afraid that your child is going to die, you are. Especially when they’re really small, 
and so you’re really trying to keep yourself together a lot of the time, and them. I mean they 
have no clue. But I suppose it’s our deepest fear, that, sort of existential angst. We all know 
it’s there, but we can’t actually deal with it, and so a lot of the narratives deal with it. 
(Casey 2017) 
This shows a continuity of emotional landscape within lullabies. There is the fear of losing a 
child, which is projected onto the narrative of the song. This narrative encourages the child to 
remain strong and present as a method of processing one’s anxieties in order to find strength 
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and calm in oneself. The parable of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ also comes through in these components. 
Through the knowledge of the child’s fate, if abducted, we can see the lesson that misfortune 
can come to those tempted by such enchantments and who wander into such liminal spaces. 
This song is also particularly telling in a cultural sense, as it directly exposes young listeners 
to magico-folkloric beliefs of Ireland. 
I submit that there is a potent complexity found in ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’. It clearly 
articulates a rich folkloric ideology and practice and conveys the parent’s anxieties over the 
possibilities of losing their child. Given the range of emotions exhibited through the song’s 
narrative, and the representation of human constructs found in its story, the lexical meaning of 
the words – other than being foundationally educational in a musical and cultural sense – seems 
to be mainly designed to express the caregiver’s inner narrative (Warner 1998b; Watt 2012; 
Daiken 1959; Ó Madagáin 1985, 1989). It is clear from this song’s continuing reappearances 
throughout various historical and contemporary outlets, its move into English, and its 
intertwining of folk belief and Christianity, that it holds a rooted position in the societal 
perception of Irish traditional lullabies. Facilitation of a caregiver’s emotions, thoughts, and 
beliefs seems to be a pillar of the lullaby’s continued importance (Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; 
Merriam 1964; Lomax Hawes 1974; Ó Madagáin 1989). This is taken further to explore the 
attainment of happiness, peace and comfort through themes of supernatural confrontations, 
parental disappearance, and distance in the next lullaby, ‘Hó-bha-ín’. 
 
3.4 ‘Hó-bha-ín’ 
The last focus lullaby of this study, ‘Hó-bha-ín’, has surfaced in surprising locations under 
different forms and names. This song is quite elusive within the genre but is significant in 
conveying key aspects of story and relationships in lullaby practice. While ‘Bog Braon’ and 
‘Éiníní’ seemed to be most recognised within interviews and applied in educational contexts, 
and while ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ was often mentioned as a staple in the performative context, ‘Hó-
bha-ín’ was often unfamiliar to informants. When it did arise in conversation, this song was 
noted for its rich lulling qualities, literary depths, flexibility through fragmentation and 
variation, and its representation of Irish traditional lullabies on the broader scale (Ní Riain 
2016, 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Bhreathnach 2018; Ní Cheannabháin 2019). 
The melodic and rhythmic structures of most versions of ‘Hó-bha-ín’ are 
straightforward, repetitive, and emphasise the soothing vowel sounds of the words (Ní 
Ghuairim 1957; Ní Riain 1996; Elsafty 2007; Ní Fhiaich 2003; Gramore 2006a; McKeown 
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1998). The reiteration of the song’s chorus is enchantingly hypnotic, and its couplet-like verses 
are easy to take in. By couplet-like verses, what is understood is that rather than a four-line 
quatrain, the verses of this lullaby are formed by two lines of text, for example: 
Is ta capall an tsagairt i ngáirdín Sheáin Ghabha, 
Mura gcuire tú as í, ó déanfaidh sí foghail. 
 
And the priest’s horse is in the garden of Sean the 
Blacksmith, 
If you don’t put her out, she’ll trash it. 
(Ní Ghuairim and Uí Ógáin 2002:62) 
 
Its melody lingers around the dominant, dancing between that and the second and third degrees 
of the scale before descending to the lower dominant. Like its counterparts within this study 
and the broader genre, ‘Hó-bha-ín’ maintains a swinging lilt, whether in duple metre (Ní 
Fhiaich 2003), triple metre (Ní Fhiaich 2003118; Uí Choisdealbha 1923; Ní Ailpin 1984; 
McKeown 1998) or free-metre (Ní Riain 1996). The earliest recording of ‘Hó-bha-ín’ found in 
this research, from which many subsequent vocalists take influence, is by Connemara singer 
Sorcha Ní Ghuairim (Ní Ghuairim 1957). She exhibits elastic pushes and pulls in the song that 
jump into ornamentations. The strong, rocking lilt remains throughout this, as well as later 
recordings. This pulls participants in hypnotically and resembles the integral rocking motion 
that often accompanies a lulling routine (Ó Madagáin 1985, 1989; Porter 2001; Watt 2012; 
Daiken 1959). The musical notation for ‘Hó-bha-ín’ can be found below: 
 
(Ní Ailpin 1984:3) 
Figure 8 Musical notation for 'Hó-bha-ín' 
 
118It should be noted that there are three versions of ‘Hó-bha-ín’ on this album, one of which is notated in 2/4, 
while the other two are in 3/4. 
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Made up of vocables, the title of this lullaby has a significant variety in spelling (Ní Riain 1996; 
Elsafty 2007; Ní Ghuairim and Uí Ógáin 2002; Ní Ghuairim 1957; Uí Choisdealbha 1923; Ní 
Fhiaich 2003). All modern recordings and accounts found through this research have been 
attributed to either Connemara singer Sorcha Ní Ghuairim, or Nóirín Ní Riain, who also 
attributed her version to Ní Ghuairim (Ní Riain 2016, 2018). According to Ní Ghuairim, ‘Hó-
bha-ín’ is an example of collective composition. It shows growth from continuous 
fragmentation and amalgamation, as she noted that individuals within her community of Carna 
would add different verses over time (Ní Ghuairim and Uí Ógáin 2002). Therefore, the 
narratives of each verse are not necessarily related and can be seen more as small vignettes 
placed within a larger form. Furthermore, through several interpretations of Ní Ghuairim’s 
singing, different transcriptions have arisen. These different verses and versions will be 
detailed below, as well as specified in Appendix 3. 
The only example of any part of this song that seems to precede Ní Ghuairim’s 
recording is located in the Eibhlín Uí Choisdealbha collection. Here, it is set directly in front 
of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’. However, it is not given any commentary. Only the refrain “Gabh ‘mach 
tú a bogha” is given, surrounded by non-lexical vocables of “uiseó” and “eidilí”, as well as 
the endearment “mo leanbh” (my child) (Uí Choisdealbha 1923:65). What is intriguing is that 
Uí Choisdealbha set this version to the same melody as ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, rather than to the 
melody that has been disseminated by Ní Ghuairim. Indeed, Uí Choisdealbha seems to have 
linked these songs together as a set of versions. ‘Hó-bha-ín’ is listed first, as ‘Uiseó mo Leanbh 
(i)’, and ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ is listed afterwards as ‘Suantraidhe (ii)’ (Uí Choisdealbha 1923:65-
66). While the verses of the Ní Ghuairim version are not included in Uí Choisdealbha’s 
collection, the inclusion of the same refrain – not found in any other repertoire investigated – 
sets ‘Hó-bha-ín’ back further into history. 
As with Joe Heaney’s early memories of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, Ní Ghuairim also drew 
from her early memories, stating that she learned ‘Hó-bha-ín’ from the singing of her mother 
and father (Ní Ghuairim and Uí Ógáin 2002). With Ní Ghuairim’s birth in 1911, this places her 
early memories around the same time as Uí Choisdealbha’s Connemara fieldwork, as with Joe 
Heaney’s early memories of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’. This also suggests that this song seems to bear 
deeper roots, going into at least the nineteenth century. To fuse ‘Hó-bha-ín’ and ‘Seoithín Seo-
hó’ together even further, while Ní Ghuairim was almost a decade older than Heaney, they 
both were born and raised in the close-knit townland of Carna. Therefore, historically and 
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geographically, these two songs – and indeed, singers – stand together as representational 
examples of Irish traditional lullabies.  
While these songs and singers both have evident roots in the West of Ireland, they have 
come to be known nationally and internationally through dissemination throughout the 
twentieth century (Ó Riada 1982; Williams and Ó Laoire 2011; Ní Cheannabháin 2019; Ní 
Riain 2016). In speaking about ‘Hó-bha-ín’ and Ní Ghuairim, Saileog Ní Cheannabháin – also 
from Connemara – credited her father’s influence, saying: “My dad is from […] Connemara. 
So, he's a singer, […] so it’s because of him that we heard a lot of the singers. Since we were 
– me and my brother and sister – since we were small. So, he had a tape, actually a cassette 
tape of Sorcha […] She was one of the first singers I heard” (Ní Cheannabháin 2019). 
 
3.4.1 ‘Hó-bha-ín’: Story Content 
The narrative of ‘Hó-bha-ín’ is less direct than the other lullabies analysed here, coming across 
as fragmented glimpses of the story in couplet-like structure (Constantine and Porter 2003; 
McKean). We find positive emotions in terms of endearment – such as “mo ghrá” (my love) 
or “mo roghain” (my dearest one) – interspersed with vocables throughout the song. These 
endearments not only serve as repetitious and hypnotic sleep aids, but they can also emphasise 
the singer’s loving intentions for the child. The vocables of this song, hó-bha-ín, are found to 
be quite unusual. Unlike the more common seoithín seo, this seems to be one of the only 
lullabies in the Irish context with this set of nonsense phrases. Indeed, through this research, 
such vocables seem to be more frequently apparent in Scottish song, and extend beyond lullaby 
repertoire, yielding further cross-cultural potential (MacLeann and Shaw 2005; Watt 2012; 
Fowlis 2009; Vallely n.d. Sharp and Matthay 1932; Macpherson 1868). While the vocables hó-
bha-ín are considerably rarer than seoithín seó, they do occasionally appear, such as in ‘Peigín 
agus Peadar’. Joe Heaney noted that this song “is often sung as a lullaby, and it didn’t start out 
like that” (Heaney 1983), placing it as a song adopted into the lullaby genre. 
In terms of regionality, this song has firm Connemara roots. For Gearóidín 
Bhreathnach, these vocables brought up immediate and powerful recollections of hushing, 
lulling, rocking, and occupational work: 
Hó-bha is, you know the way that, the hó-bha was that ‘Hó-bhaaaa, hó-bhaaaa’ [with this, 
she moved her hands up and down, as if she is pumping a lever that is situated at the bottom 
of her sternum], it’s the words she used when they were rocking. Do you know `ba baaa, ba 
baaa’? It was ‘Hó-bhaaa, hó-baaaa’. That was what they did when they were rocking the 




While Bhreathnach confirmed that a Connacht dialect of Irish119 is used in its verses, her strong 
recollection of these vocables being used in lulling context potentially brings the song to a 
more national level of recollection. Regarding the community and collaborative nature of ‘Hó-
bha-ín’ that was mentioned above, Sorcha Ní Ghuairim stated that: 
Bhíodh a leagan féin ag gach uile dhuine ar an suantraí seo fadó. Consúil leis an gcaoineadh, 
chuireadh gach uile dhuine a chuid cainte féin leis, de réir mar a d’fheileadh sé dhóibh. Ach 
bhíodh “Hó-bha-ín mo leanbh is gabh amach a bhobogha” acu uilig. “Hó-bha-ín” a deirtear 
leis an bpáiste i gcónaí is é dá bhogadh. Ag mo mháthair agus ag m’athair a chuala mé na 
véarsaí seo. Sórt curfá atá sa gcéad véarsa agus, mar a dúirt mé cheana, ní i gcónaí a bhíodh 
an chaint chéanna ann. 
Everyone had their own version of this lullaby long ago.  Like the lament, everyone put their 
own words with it, as it suited them.  But they all had “Hó-bha-ín mo leanbh is gabh amach a 
bhobogha” [‘Hó-bha-ín’ my child and go out bogey-man] as they rocked the child.  I got these 
verses from my mother and father.  The first verse is a kind of chorus and, as I said before, 
did not always have the same words. 
 (Ní Ghuairim and Uí Ógáin 2002:62) 
The couplets included in this song do not necessarily have a narrative connection to one 
another. They do, however, form a historical image of rural life, beliefs, and practices in 
Connemara. These separate narratives – while they may not be related – also have the potential 
to be interpreted together to make one song. Another example of this is found in the lullaby, 
‘Do Chuirfinn-si Féin mo Leanabh a Chodhladh’ (See Appendix 3). The first two verses of 
this lullaby conjure beautiful, lavish circumstances, articulated as a form of bargaining for the 
child’s sleep. Its last two verses contrastingly articulate the caregiver’s anxieties over the 
possibilities of their child falling ill and dying. While these quatrains have come together into 
one lullaby, their stark differences in lyrical construction and content support the assertion that 
they are fragments from two separate songs (Petrie 1855:146). 
In different versions of ‘Hó-bha-ín’, the first verse depicts the child’s mother either 
eloping with her lover or going down along the winding sea. The narrator shows unease as they 
express that they do not know who the mother’s lover is, where she is or if she lives. Curiously, 
both versions of these sets of lyrics can be traced back to Ní Ghuairim’s 1957 recording. What 
can be heard in her singing seems to be the name “Filipe Dall” (Blind Filipe), but what is 
transcribed and translated by Francis O’Connell, separately from Ní Ghuairim’s singing, in the 
liner notes of the Folkways recording is “tuile tragha” (winding sea). The specification of the 
sea being winding is interesting to note. This could be interpreted as an estuary that leads out 
into the sea. However, the word ‘tuile’ translates as ‘flood’ or ‘flow’ (Teanglann 2013k; 
 
119There are three dialects of the Irish language: Connacht, Munster, and Ulster (Hickey 2011; Ní Chasaide 1999). 
The Connacht dialect would occupy the area of Connemara, where ‘Hó-bha-ín’ has a strong grounding. 
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Bhreathnach 2018). This phrase could therefore be interpreted as a strand of beach at high-tide, 
or the shoreline during a turbulent storm. 
There are enough phonetic discrepancies between what is heard in both the 1957 and 
2002120 recordings of Ní Ghuairim’s singing, and the 1957 liner notes, that I would submit that 
O’Connell may have misheard Ní Ghuairim’s singing. In doing so, he may have disseminated 
a mondegreen of “Filipe Dall” being heard as “tuile tragha”, which was eventually 
incorporated as an accepted version of the song. Another possibility for this discrepancy could 
be an attempt to gloss over the immoral suggestions of adultery in the story content: wishing 
to assume the mother lost at sea rather than unfaithful to her family. While this has not been 
confirmed, if we consider how collectors such as Petrie or Joyce amended song lyrics to render 
them less “rude” (Petrie 1855; Joyce 1873) and more publishable at the time, this can certainly 
be considered a possibility for the text versions of ‘Hó-bha-ín’. 
While the first verse of this song depicts hard life lessons through the mother’s possible 
abandonment or mortality, a sense of community can be gained from the second. In this verse, 
a humorous vignette with  the priest’s horse entering Sean the Blacksmith’s garden is depicted. 
The listener is warned that the garden will be trashed if the horse is not caught. The imagery 
gathered in this verse is very strong, with two specific characters mentioned – three if we 
include the horse – as well as connections with nature through the horse and the garden. There 
is also strong action, conflict, and parable all presented through this couplet. While it comes 
across as entertaining – a formidable rodeo of wrangling a horse and regaining control – there 
is the potential for social tension between the priest and the blacksmith through the horse’s 
actions, though this is never directly stated. 
 The last two couplets found for this song are not heard on Ní Ghuairim’s 1957 or 2002 
albums. These verses were located through this research on the compilation album Codail a 
Mhuirnín (Ní Fhiaich 2003), as well as in the songbook Damhsa na gCoiníní (Ní Ailpin 1984). 
One of these verses exhibits the caregiver’s affectionate feelings toward the child’s father, and 
their concern for his wellbeing as he works on the perilous sea. While it is a necessary 
stipulation through the father’s work that he be away, the dangerous nature of the sea causes 
great concern for the narrator, who would rather see his safe return. Somewhat nonsensical, the 
other verse asks where they can find a coach for a bhabóigín gan chaoi (broken down babe), 
with the curious response that an old lobsterpot can be used.  
 
120This is referencing a tribute album of a compilation of Ní Ghuairim recordings from throughout her lifetime 
(Ní Ghuairim and Uí Ógáin 2002). 
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This verse bears heavy, whimsical imagery and mystery. Why is the babe broken down? 
Why is it in need of a coach? How can a lobsterpot – a fishing tool of wood and twine – replace 
a baby carriage? With the fragmented nature of this lullaby, it is difficult to draw any definitive 
conclusions. However, this verse seems to be conducive for a child’s fantasy and play: 
presenting a curious dilemma, with an equally imaginative response (Burkez 1999; Goddard 
Blythe 2015; Tatar 2010). Though these two couplets were not included in the 1957 or 2002 
Ní Ghuairim recordings, Saileog Ní Cheannabháin noted in interview that Ní Ghuairim was 
recorded singing this final verse (Ní Cheannabháin 2019). However, the actual recording has 
not yet surfaced in this study, and it was not detailed where or by whom Ní Ghuairim was 
recorded singing this verse, so this cannot be said with certainty. Moving forward, several 
aspects within these lyrics that draw narrative attention are considered. 
 
3.4.2 ‘Hó-bha-ín’: Folkloric Connections 
In surveying the couplets of this song, there is much to say with regard to the location and 
actions of caregivers and characters. This reveals shades of parental emotion and narrative. 
Lessons in cause and effect are apparent throughout the song, some of which incorporate the 
building of fantasy through imagination and bonding, as well as the incorporation of 
surrounding community and landscape. Finally, there is great potential for supernatural 
connections, either interpreted through metaphor, or named directly. To begin, the specification 
of caregivers and characters are elaborated on to consider the parents of the infant subject, as 
well as specifically named characters within the song. 
 
3.4.2.1 Specification of Caregivers and Characters 
Two out of the four verses found for ‘Hó-bha-ín’ explicitly mention absent caregivers. In the 
first verse, the mother has left, either with Filipe Dall or along the ocean’s tide. In the third 
verse, the father is absent, working on the sea. The absence of the mother and father signals 
that the person singing is possibly not the child’s parent, or at least not the parent who is the 
subject of the verse, given that these couplets can be interpreted separately. For instance, the 
mother could be delivering the third verse, hoping for her husband’s return. This bears similar 
affectionate language and content to the English language lullaby ‘Raven Locks’ (See 
Appendix 3). In this song, it is understood that the singer is the child’s mother, or a female 
caregiver through the phrase “bud of my bosom” (Henry 1990:8). This infers generational 
growth of a child from a parent, and the practice of breastfeeding. This verse is given below: 
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Horo, mo leanibh dhu, horo mo leanibh dhu. 
Ringlets as dark as the raven are thine, 
Lovely thy cheek to me as is the apple tree 
Bud of my bosom, be love ever thine, 
Sleep, little love, daddy’s own dove. 
(Henry 1990:8) 
 
Practices and attitudes surrounding family and maritime work contribute to this sense of 
affection and apprehension. Fishing, transport, and other seafaring work was – and continues 
to be – a prevalent, and hazardous profession within coastal communities. There was and is a 
high mortality and sense of tragedy associated with sea work that is imprinted across oral 
tradition and stone monuments throughout Ireland (Dennehy, T. 2016; Joyce 1873; Watt 2012; 
Mytum 2016). With famously rocky, uncooperative ground making up a large part of 
Connemara, sea work would have been a typical occupation. In speaking about the 
geographical isolation of this area in Ireland, Saileog Ní Cheannabháin noted that in a time 
before cars and paved roads, seafaring vessels would have been typically used “to get to where 
she [Sorcha Ní Ghuairim] lived. A lot of the time, people were taking boats and sailing boats. 
Boats used to be the main form of transport back then” (Ní Cheannabháin 2019). 
In engaging with this third verse, it seems likely that it could be sung from the mother’s 
point of view, or within the child’s immediate family unit. This is drawing from the specific 
language of this couplet. The narrator states “tá do Dhaid ar an bhfarraige ó mhaidin Dé Máirt, 
is go dtaga sé abhaile arís chugainn slán” (your  Daddy’s on the ocean since Tuesday morning, 
may he come back again safely to us) (Ní Fhiaich 2003:14). Through the specification of whose 
father this is in the word ‘your’, it is less likely that the singer is a sibling of the child, as the 
possessive adjective would then more likely be ‘our’. This information opens the singer to a 
range of identities. However, the use of the pronoun ‘us’, rather than ‘you’, as in “safely to us”, 
narrows this identity down to someone who is united with the child: someone who thinks 
affectionately toward the child’s father and would see him return safely. While there are other 
possibilities – a grandmother or an uncle, for example – the most likely explanation from 
historical and social trends is that the narrator of the third verse is the mother, singing about 
the child’s seafaring father. 
 The first verse of this lullaby is contrastingly not from the point of view of the mother, 
as she is explicitly noted as away from both the lulling situation and the family unit. The 
narrator could then range from the child’s father, to a grandmother or sibling, to someone else 
within the community. It is interesting to consider the narrator as the father, as this further 
opens the floor to the consideration of gender and identity of the narrator. However, from 
ethnographic and historical accounts, lullaby singing has long been predominantly accepted as 
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a female practice. Indeed, there are very few Irish traditional lullabies that assume a male 
perspective of actively lulling a child. When speaking about gender roles on an 
intergenerational level of family dynamics, Gearóidín Bhreathnach noted: 
I’ve never heard of grandfathers actually singing lullabies. But then grandfathers didn’t rock 
the cradle, really, you know, they didn’t. […] I’ve never heard of a grandfather rocking a 
cradle, and I’ve never heard of them sing a lullaby. […] The grandmother was the – the 
grandmother and the mother. 
(Bhreathnach 2018) 
This trend of recalling a practice dominated by mothers and grandmothers ran similarly through 
several other interviews (Casey 2017; McElligott 2017; Ní Cheannabháin 2019; Ní Uallacháin 
2017; Bhreathanch 2018; Nic Amhlaoibh 2018; McGlynn 2018; Dunne and Dunne 2017; Ó 
Lionáird 2018).121 Bhreathnach later noted that, historically and traditionally, if the mother was 
not present, caregiving would most likely move toward the grandmother, aunts, or older female 
siblings within the family unit. 
Sometimes, even though the mother hadn’t passed away and she was there, she didn’t have 
time to rock the baby because she had more children, she had work outside of the house and 
work inside of the house. She was terrified to bring the baby outside in case they [the fairies] 
would get him. So, you know. The grandmother was the substitute in the house to keep the 
baby protected. 
(Bhreathnach 2018) 
This is reflected in Leslie Daiken’s writing on motherhood and the child-nurse, or nurse-sister, 
in lullaby singing. While he allows for male voices, his writing revolves around the mother 
(Daiken 1959). Additionally, female centric practice is seen in the lived experience accounted 
in Irene Watt’s interview with lecturer Eibhlín Uí Bhriain, who stated that: 
My mother would have sung as well but I spent a lot of time with my grandmother as a young 
child because I grew up on a farm. My grandmother was of course older at this stage and my 
mother would be out looking after the hens, or maybe out in the fields or whatever, or gone 
shopping so I have very clear memories of my grandmother as a child. 
(Uí Bhriain in Watt 2012:336) 
With this information, considering the mother as absent within the first verse of ‘Hó-bha-ín’, 
focus shifts toward the narrator most likely being the grandmother. For analysis purposes, 
however, we will maintain a more neutral referencing toward the narrator, as all that we can 
certainly determine is that the narrator of the first verse is not the mother, and the narrator of 
the third verse is not the father. 
 
121This is not to exclude the interviewee perspectives that engaged with male lullaby singing. There were several 
informants who also recalled happy memories of husbands, fathers or grandfathers singing (Howley 2017; Ní 
Ghallóglaigh 2018; Casey 2017; Ní Riain 2018; Nic Amhlaoibh 2018). However, the proportion of memories of 
male, versus female lullaby singing throughout all of the interviews for this research put significant emphasis on 
the mother and grandmother. 
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 In the first verse, the narrator is recounting the whereabouts of the mother to the child. 
They admit a level of uncertainty through the phrase “Agus níl’ fhios a’m beo cé hé!” (And on 
my life I don’t know who he is!) (Ní Ghuairim and Uí Ógáin 2002) or “Agus ní fhuil fhios 
agam cé h-í” (And I do not know where she is) (McKeown 1998).122 Let us first consider the 
uncertainty involved in the mother leaving with the tide. This phrase initially conveys the 
mother walking along a strand of beach, thus presenting the idea of her departure to the child, 
but leaving open the opportunity for her return. Nóirín Ní Riain maintains this interpretation, 
saying “she [the narrator] says “where is your mother? I think she’s dead. No, there she is going 
down the beach.” So it’s preparing the child for, you know, the dangers that it will encounter, 
and the griefs and so on” (Ní Riain 2016).  
Water is an evocative and liminal symbol as a threshold into the Otherworld, as noted 
in discussions on ‘Éiníní’ above (Mac Coitir 2015; Ní Bhriain and McCabe 2018; McLaughlin 
2018). The mention of the tuile tragha could therefore be taken further to represent a 
metaphorical expression for the mother’s possible death. This could aid in expressing any 
insecurities the narrator may have about the mother’s absence, such as a fear of loss or 
abandonment, in that it provides some sort of explanation for her absence other than her death. 
There is hope maintained that, while she is not present, she may not be dead either. There is 
also the possibility that, similar to phrases such as ‘Passed on’ or ‘Has gone through the gates’, 
this phrase could be an evident metaphor for death. However, to facing grief indirectly through 
a metaphor may help to bring some comfort and acceptance to the participants: to know that 
she is still somewhere in this, or the Otherworld, rather than having ceased to exist. 
Indeed, when engaging with knowledgeable ethnographic sources regarding this song 
(Bhreathnach 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Ó Lionáird 2018), the question of the mother’s 
life – not her location – was promptly cued. Most strongly stated was Bhreathnach’s response: 
Le tuile tragha? So she was drowned. Drowned – Tuile is a flood, and tuile tragha would be 
that, that she must have been swept away with the tide. So you see, they all have different 
things of what took the mother. [as if from the caregiver to a child] “Yes, this is who took 
your mother.”  
(Bhreathnach 2018) 
Turning from mortality to abandonment, we can consider the version of the first verse in which 
the mother has gone off with Filipe Dall. The word imigh is translated as “to go away” 
 
122This differentiation is dependent on if the mother has gone with Filipe Dall or is going along the tuile tragha 
(winding tide). Several versions including Francis O’Connell’s translation of Sorcha Ní Ghuairim’s 1957 record 
interpret the mother going along the tuile tragha and translate the second phrase as “I do not know who he/it is” 
rather than “where she is”. This disjointed presentation causes me to further suspect that O’Connell introduced a 
mondegreen of Filipe Dall through his translation. 
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(Teanglann 2013c). The song does not provide more in terms of context, but ethnographically, 
this has been understood as the mother abandoning her family for an elopement with Filipe 
Dall (Nic Amhlaoibh 2018; Bhreathnach 2018). But who is Filipe Dall? What is provided in 
‘Hó-bha-ín’ is that he is unknown to the narrator. All translations identify this character as 
Blind Philip, with the Irish – “dall” – directly translating as blind. There is one variant in which 
he is referred to as Pilib a’ Dall. However, this variant is still translated as that the mother “ran 
off with Blind Philip” (Ní Fhiaich 2003:15).123 Therefore, what is immediately understood is 
the mother’s elopement with a stranger: a blind man named Filipe. Blindness would have likely 
been a notable characteristic, and has a strong connection into Irish musical history through the 
last of the traveling bards, the blind harper Turlough O’Carolan (Joyce and Lawlor 2016; Joyce 
2013; Vallely 1999; White 1989, 2009; Tilley 2018). While Filipe Dall has not yet surfaced 
within Irish folklore124 through this research, it should be noted that the word for ‘blind’ is 
capitalised, suggesting that it may represent the man’s surname, rather than his blindness. 
 Indeed, spelling variants of the surname Dall appear as Scottish in origins and can be 
traced to continental Europe, including Denmark, Normandy, and Norway. This name came 
into the British Isles through Norman England and then Scotland in the ninth and tenth century 
(Lewis 1848; House of Names 2020; Ancestry 2020; Hanks 2003). Similar questioning can be 
made of Sean the Blacksmith – Sheáin Ghabha – in the second verse. This character could 
certainly be the blacksmith of the area; however, Ghabha – Anglicised as Gabhann, and then 
Gawn – is a name in itself. This can stand as firmly as if we were to call him Sean Smith, 
without obliged reflection on his occupation. 
The inclusion of the name Dall comes into play in Carol Zall’s essay on the variation 
of story within a family unit. She analyses the storytelling of the Stewarts: a well-known 
travelling family from Northern Scotland. One of the family members who featured in her 
analyses was Alasdair Stewart, who “was also known as Ailidh Dall (“Blind Alasdair”)” (Zall, 
2006/7:201). In this instance, Dall is used to specify Alasdair’s blindness as a nickname. It 
shares  space with epithets used to differentiate between family and community members: such 
as Óg (young/Junior), Mór (big/Senior), Rua (red-headed) or Bán (fair, or white-haired). 
 
123Note that this translation of imigh brings with it the connotation of elopement through the specification of 
running away with someone. 
124 An interpretation could be made that Filipe Dall is some sort of psychopomp and metaphor for Death 
Personified – a guide to forbode and escort one into the afterlife – similar to the Reaper, the Cóiste Bodhar (to be 
discussed below), and Charon the boatman (Lakoff and Turner 1989; Westropp 2000; Grinsell 1957). However, 
there has been no other evidence surrounding Filipe Dall or ‘Hó-bha-ín’ to support this claim any further. 
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Evidence of the name Dall in Zall’s essay opens strong cross-cultural possibilities for the 
identity of Filipe Dall. 
Another theory that I propose through this research, placing Filipe’s origins further 
afield, brings in discussions of Iberian trade-routes and influences in Western Ireland. There 
are strong Spanish and Portuguese ties with the west of Ireland through historical commerce 
and naval pursuits (O’Connell 2001b). Therefore, Iberian sailors that were transient for work 
would not have been unheard of in the area. Furthermore, Spain and its Armada’s interactions 
with Ireland through the Anglo-Spanish war, and prior, has maintained a rippling wave of 
influence through centuries of social, hereditary, and artistic outlooks (Martin and Parker 1999; 
Whiting 1988). This interpretation can add a level of exoticism to the mother’s elopement. 
Focusing in further on the name itself, for support, variations of the preposition ‘Dal’, ‘Dalla’ 
and the like, make an appearance in Spanish, Portuguese, French, and Italian surnames. We 
can also draw telling information from this character’s given name. Filipe is a linguistic variant 
of Philip; however, the Irish spelling for this name is, in fact, Pilib – as seen in the Ní Fhiaich 
version, noted above – or Féilim. The variant of spelling, Filipe, is more commonly occurring 
in Iberian areas, such as Galicia, Portugal, and Spain. Filipe’s origins and identity did not play 
into ethnographic interviews for this research. However, with this information in mind there 
can be several interpretations of this character, each influencing the story differently.  
Filipe Dall can be seen as “Blind Philip”, as he has been perceived through generations 
of this song’s transmission. We could also consider that this is a man named Filipe of 
British/Scottish upbringing with either the surname or epithet of Dall. In a small community 
such as Carna and the surrounding rural area in Connemara, it seems that a feature such as 
blindness would be recognisable, to where the phrase “Agus níl’ fhios a’m beo cé hé!” (And 
on my life I don’t know who he is!) (Ní Ghuairim and Uí Ógáin 2002:62) does not completely 
connect. This causes the use of Dall as a surname to be the more likely option. Finally, I 
propose that Filipe Dall could be interpreted as an Iberian sailor, or someone of Iberian decent, 
stopping through the community, only to seduce the child’s mother into elopement. 
In any case, the inclusion of specific names is a rarity in the lullaby genre, and firmly 
places this song in a locality and time. Sorcha Ní Ghuairim pinned this song down further by 






Chuala mé gurb é Beairtle Shéamuis, athair Choilm an tSagairt nó Colm Mac Donncha as 
Roisín na Mainiach a chum an darna véarsa, agus tá sí I mbéal na ndaoine ó shin nuair a 
bhíonns said ag bréagadh an pháiste. Deir daoine eile nach eisean a chum í ach go mbíodh 
sé ar a bhéal go minic is é ag bréagadh an pháiste. 
I heard that Beairtle Shéamuis, the father of Colm an tSagairt or Colm Mac Donncha from 
Roisín na Mainiach composed the second verse, and people have sung it ever since then when 
they are coaxing the child. 
(Ní Ghuairim Uí Ógáin 2002:62) 
As it has been established as a theory that Dall and Ghabha are surnames rather than 
occupations or characteristics in this context, from this point forward, these characters will be 
referred to as Filipe Dall and Sheáin Ghabha, rather than Blind Philip and Sean the Blacksmith. 
In Ní Ghuairim’s previous remarks on the song, the impression is given that everyone 
personalised ‘Hó-bha-in’ with their own verses, perpetuating it further into time with diverse 
versions. This resonates with current practice through ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, and Nóirin Lynch’s 
additional verse about her nephew in Australia (Lynch 2016, 2020). With content concerning 
certain people and actions, the couplets of this song take on a form of not only storytelling but 
the expression and relaying of news and community actions. Ní Cheannabháin noted this as an 
aspect of songs extending beyond lullabies: 
[…] there are some songs that would be kind of giving out about people like, if you didn’t 
approve of something your neighbour did you might, you know, sometimes the poet would 
write a song about them – you wouldn’t sing it in front of them, because – or in front of their 
family, in case you might offend them or something! (laughs) […] there’s no newspapers – 
well there were newspapers, but like this is the early – your local gossip, you know, used to 
go into the songs. 
(Ní Cheannabháin 2019) 
Rayna Green makes similar observations of bawdy lore and expression among women and 
female practices in the American South (Green 1977). George Petrie similarly remarked on the 
gossip that ladies spun into spinning wheel songs, such as that which is presented in his 
collection, ‘Maileó léró, is ímbó néró’ (Petrie 1855:82). Such interlacing of gossip and 
discussion into lyrics adds to the lullaby’s capacity to not only function as a method of coaxing 
a child to sleep but also a form of entertainment, expression, and discourse among the more 
mature members of a household (Dennehy, T. 2016; Ó Madagáin 1985, 1989; de Cléir 2018; 
Watt 2012; Bhreathnach 2018; Daiken 1959; Cormican 2018; Watt 2012).  
Although this study takes the stance that Ní Ghuairim sang the words “Filipe Dall” in 
her recordings, both this and “le tuile tragha” ultimately express the whereabouts of the child’s 
mother. They have both become accepted and disseminated versions of the song over the past 
century. It is not necessarily the place of this study to determine which set of words is older or 
more original, as has been established through Barre Toelken’s thoughts on the validity of 
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multiple meanings through individual interpretations (Toelken 1995). While it is important to 
have as much knowledge of a song’s legacy as we can, this study aims to interpret the layers 
of meaning in lullaby lyrics in order to derive important relationships. In observing these two 
variations of verse one, we interpret several possibilities of the mother’s location and condition 
in relation to her world around her. 
 Regardless of whether the mother has abandoned her family for a lover, or if she has 
been lost to the sea, the description of characters and caregivers external to the lulling situation 
is a foundational aspect to these songs, more generally. While possibly more timeless – 
pointing out the child’s family by titles, or describing more nature-driven points of reference, 
rather than giving the names for community members – such descriptions can be interpreted as 
reassuring for the child. They may help to eliminate unknowns by informing them as to where 
their parents are and if they will return. It is also culturally and linguistically important in 
providing information that will form their lexicon and cultural identity. These are similar 
intentions to the listing of various surroundings and actions, as noted in the three lullabies 
above. With every action described, however, there is a reaction. Moving forward, we will 
consider the parable nature of cause and effect found in this lullaby. 
 
3.4.2.2 Cause and Effect 
The sense of cause and effect can best be seen in the second verse of ‘Hó-bha-ín’. The child is 
warned that if the priest’s horse is not taken out of Sheáin Ghabha’s garden, the horse will 
trash it. It is tempting to draw symbolism from the characters of the verse: the priest, the horse, 
and Sheáin Ghabha. This is especially true considering the imbedded nature of the horse in 
Irish symbolism and mythology as a creature of intelligence, grace, nobility, and wealth (Mac 
Coitir 2010). There could also be certain societal and power dynamics inferred with mention 
of the priest, as the Catholic Church and its clergy’s role in Ireland through the centuries has 
had its own development of power and incorporation into society and culture (Curtis 2008; 
Martz 2011; Mant 1840; Ní Cheannabháin 2019; Inglis 1998; Girvin 2008).  
Though the scenario is a comical one, whatever Sheáin Ghabha is planting could be 
ruined, which could potentially affect his nourishment or income. The horse is potentially at 
risk, as she could be put under stress or possibly be injured through these antics. Finally, 
relations between the blacksmith and the priest could be endangered, tying into the previous 
discussion of lullabies being an outlet for individual and community discourse. This verse 
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therefore succeeds at bringing a tension to the lullaby and conveying to the child valuable 
parables of consequence for one’s actions. 
In ethnographic and bibliographic sources, the embedded belief and fear of the 
supernatural within historical Irish society was conveyed (de Cléir 2018; Ó Madagáin 1985; Ó 
Lionáird 2018; Narváez 1991; Arnsberg and Kimball 2001; Sugg 2018; Nic Amhlaoibh 2016, 
2018; Bhreathnach 2018;  Ní Cheannabháin 2019; Nic Lochlainn 2017; Dennehy, E. 2016). 
For example, it was believed certain trees, such as hawthorns, were fairy domiciles. To cut 
these down, even if in the middle of a working field, would vex the fairies and would bring bad 
luck to the person responsible (Bhreathnach 2018; Mac Coitir 2003; Sugg 2018). While there 
are no trees in ‘Hó-bha-ín’, such mention does arise in some Irish traditional lullaby repertoire. 
An example includes ‘Soontree’ – from Adelaide Gosset’s collection – in which the child is, 
in fact, encouraged to go with the fairies and collect “Dreams from the tree where the dreams 
hang low” (Gosset 1915:154). Gearóidín Bhreathnach acknowledged these customs, saying: 
the fairy trees, and all of that, yea. Yes, they lived under them, yes. And you weren’t supposed 
to disturb them, or you just left them alone. And most people did. You were always told “don’t 
aggravate them” […] and if they were throwing out – in those days, they didn’t have a sink in 
the house to wash dishes and that. They had a basin or a bucket, and when they were throwing 
out the remainder of the water, they’d always shout out before they threw it, just in case they 
[the fairies] were about, and they’d get soaked, and you’d have bad luck. 
(Bhreathnach 2018) 
There are very intricate webs of natural and supernatural boundaries spread throughout Ireland, 
based on community beliefs, that question if certain areas belong to the fairies. Further into my 
interview with Gearóidín Bhreathnach, she recalled a similar event in which – after being 
warned that their plans would cross a fairy road125 – some of her acquaintances encountered a 
multitude of unlucky encounters while putting an extension onto their house. To return to the 
possible interference with fairy territory in the second verse of ‘Hó-bha-ín’, depending on its 
location, contents, and associated beliefs, it could be that the horse was at risk of damaging 
what was believed to be fairy territory or property. This could be a cause for concern, as the 
horse’s actions could incite anxiety over what the fairies might do in reprisal. 
While the cause and effect parable is most apparent in this verse, it can also be 
interpreted elsewhere within the song. It is also a common facet of lullaby singing more 
generally (Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; Porter 2001). We see it in the first verse, as the effects of 
anxiety and loss have been caused by the mother’s abandonment or mortality, and the 
 
125Fairy roads were believed to be paths on which the fairies travelled. It was considered bad luck to interfere with 
these roads, as this would offend the fairies and they would seek revenge (White 1976; Bhreathnach 2018; Lenihan 
and Green 2003). 
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preparation for life that this presents for the child (Ní Riain 2018). The third verse presents 
anxiety caused by the father’s risky profession at sea, and the hopeful resolution and reunion 
caused by the thought of his returning home safely. Several interviewees noted this 
acknowledgment of fear of abandonment, not only within ‘Hó-bha-ín’, but also more generally 
throughout the lullaby genre. For example, Bhreathnach’s considered the reassurance of the 
child after its parents have gone: 
So again, that shows you that the mother has left. “The mother has gone,” [quoting the song] 
so has left to [go with] somebody else. […] that sounds to me is that – it’s either that she’s 
gone away with someone else, or she’s gone away, that maybe she’s passed away. She’s not 
there anymore, to take care of the baby, so somebody else is doing it. […] she’s [the caregiver] 
going to keep the bhadhbh badhbh gone […] so you see there’s – they all have different things 
of, of what took the mother. Yes, “this is who took your mother. But you’re okay, I’m going 
to keep this bhadhbh badhbh away,” yes. 
(Bhreathnach 2018) 
Pauline Burke noted the acknowledgement of and comfort from inevitable losses in lullabies, 
saying: 
I suppose especially, in Ireland, like a lot of the towns and villages, […] say, they have fishing 
villages and, you know, they had men going off on the boats and never coming back, you 
know. Or people emigrating, do you know. […] there are lonesome, sad, and lonely, you 
know. So, I suppose Everything was preparing people for the inevitable. […] They would, 
they would be either lost at sea, or they were going to emigrate and you weren’t going to see 
them ever again, you know. […] Lullabies really are comforting, you know. Because, when 
you’re singing the lullaby, you’re calming somebody down. You’re giving them, you know, 
a need, really […] lullabies are a bit more – there’s a bit more warmth I think. 
(Burke 2016) 
In line with Burke’s remarks, Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin noted that “This is a feature of many 
traditional lullabies, in which the lyrics expresses the loneliness or sorrow felt by a mother and 
are a comfort to her when her husband might be at war or at sea, or she being abducted by the 
fairies. The lullaby was as much to comfort herself as well as the baby” (Ní Uallacháin 2017). 
Through these perspectives, we can begin to possibly understand the educational value of the  
cause and effect aspects in ‘Hó-bha-ín’. They are not only parable and moral lessons presented 
to the child, but also means of expressing and coping with various fears. Moving into the fourth 
verse, further forms of cause and effect can be seen, as well as character location, through 
exploring the parts that make up this verse as it delves into aspects of imagination and fantasy. 
 
3.4.2.3 Imagination and Fantasy 
The curious fourth verse of ‘Hó-bha-ín’ seems to achieve one of the lullaby genre’s central 
functions: constructing a fanciful and imaginative scene for the purposes of entertainment and 
enchantment of young listeners (Burkez 1999; Goddard Blythe 2015; Tatar 2010; Opie and 
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Opie 1997). While the ultimate, practical goal of lullabies is to put a child to sleep, the process 
of getting there involves a liminal journey that Cassandra Pfeifer referred to as “hypnagogic 
state between sleep and consciousness” (Pfeifer 2016:83; Jung 1978; van Gennep 1960; 
Bettelheim 1976; McLaughlin 2018; Schmitt 1999). Therefore, imagery driven lyrics are useful 
in such settings to ignite imagination, thinking, and dreams. Through the singer’s relaxing and 
soporific delivery of these songs, one can take the evocative words of the story and drift away 
in thought and dream with these pictures and narratives in mind (Tatar 2010; Schmitt 1999; 
Watt 2012; Warner 1998b; Daiken 1959).  
This assumes that the child listening is old enough to understand the story presented. 
That being said, linguistic construction of these songs is not only soothing but also vital in 
exposing pre-linguistic infants to necessary phonemes and vocabulary that make up their 
linguistic and socio-cultural awareness (Brand 1985; Brink Fox 2000; Goddard Blythe 2015; 
Trehub and Trainor 1998; Trehub and Russo 2020; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019; Watt 2012; 
Warner 1998b; van de Weijer 2001; Custodero and Johnson-Green 2003). Imaginative stories 
are also a source of entertainment and engagement for the caregiver to enjoy as they accompany 
the child on the sometimes very long journey to sleep (Bettelheim 1976; Vicente et al. 2020). 
Furthermore, from this fourth verse, one can picture a situation of play. The child is presented 
with a problem, and they compose an impossibility as a solution through the transformative 
power of a child’s imagination (Burkez 1999; Goddard Blythe 2015; Tatar 2010; Opie and 
Opie 1997). Such thought echoes back to the ability for children’s literature and song to access 
the deep, dark, and complex through the smaller, lighter, and more innocent vantage point of 
the child. This can come off as humorous and nonsensical, such as Winnie the Pooh’s conquest 
for honey by disguising himself as a rain cloud (Milne 1926) or Horton’s advocation for the 
very small Whos (Seuss 2015). Through more playful outlets such as these, problems are 
addressed and solved, not necessarily by following the rules, but by making them up. 
 While this verse in ‘Hó-bha-in’ seems nonsensical, and purely for enjoyment as a 
playful story, considering its components in detail has the potential to present a deeper kernel 
of meaning. In the question “Ó! Cá bhfaighimid cóiste do bhabóigín gan chaoi?” (Oh, where 
will we find a coach for a broken down babe?) (Ní Fhiaich 2003), we understand two elements. 
First, the babe is broken down, and second, the participants need transportation – a coach – for 
the babe. The image of a broken down babe is rather strange and disturbing. The presence of 
such an image in a lullaby is even more peculiar. It can firstly be interpreted that this a child 
that is possibly impoverished or sick. However, in translating ‘caoi’, this can also be 
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understood as ‘way’ or ‘path’ (Teanglann 2013i). Thus, the bhabóigín gan chaoi could also be 
understood as a little lost babe. This correlates more with various European fairy tales, such as 
Hansel and Gretel or Little Red Riding Hood (Grimm and Grimm 1812; Bettelheim 1976), and 
further justifies the need for a coach, in order to get back on track. Furthermore, this resonates 
greatly with the changeling trope, as changelings were often described as sickly and failing to 
thrive (Dennehy, E. 2016; Watt 2012; Narváez 1991; McLaughlin 2018; Bhreathnach 2018). 
Interestingly, the term babóg or bábóg is translated primarily as ‘doll’, rather than 
‘baby’ or ‘child’ (Teanglann 2013d). This expands possible interpretations to include a child’s 
doll, imagined as sick, lost or perhaps broken in some way. Leslie Daiken touches on the lullaby 
for the doll in The Lullaby Book, and the important role of the doll in imagination, societal 
integration and role-play. He states that “Play-patterns based on imitating Mummy, and her 
bigger world, are a valuable outlet for imagination. They are an enrichment of experience in 
child development, a preparation126 (as are most action games), for adult life. And when a small 
child lavishes affection on her dolly or teddy bear, singing it to sleep with a lullaby, she 
identifies herself with the parent’s stature and fulfils a vital need through mimetic play” 
(Daiken 1959:56a). He also draws from Victor Hugo, who wrote that “The doll is one of the 
most imperious needs, and, at the same time, one of the most charming instincts of feminine 
childhood. To care for, to clothe […] to lull to sleep, to imagine that something is someone – 
therein lies the whole woman’s future. […] The first child is the continuation of the last doll” 
(Hugo in Daiken 1959:56a). 
The response to this question regarding the bhabóigín proposes that the coach be made 
“Ó sean-phota gliomach agus poll ar a thaobh” (From an old lobsterpot with a hole in its side). 
The initial interpretation of this phrase sees a playful question returned with an equally playful 
answer, but reflection on the lobsterpot can bring us interestingly into an otherworldly 
atmosphere. The lobsterpot has been used as a device of otherworldly entrapment in the 
Crofton Croker story “Soul Cages” (Crofton Croker 2008). In this story, a fisherman befriends 
a merrow127 named Coomara, who agrees to bring the fisherman to his undersea dwelling to 
enjoy some drink. The fisherman notices some overturned lobsterpots, which Coomara 
explains hold his collection of drowned sailors’ souls. Wanting to save these souls from their 
state of limbo, the fisherman later tricks Coomara into a drinking game, rendering him 
 
126This relates to discussions above, on this lullaby’s presentation of moral lessons, and preparing one for the 
darker or necessary sides of life. 
127Merrow: A mermaid or merman (Welch 2000; Ó hÓgáin 2006). 
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unconscious. He then sets the trapped souls free, replaces the lobsterpots, and returns home. 
Oblivious to the fisherman’s actions, Coomara maintains this friendship long afterwards. The 
fisherman continues to free souls until one day, Coomara would not respond to the fisherman’s 
invitation and was never seen again (Crofton Croker 2008:30-58). 
The credibility of this story as a piece of ethnographically collected folklore was called 
into question after its publication. It was eventually revealed that it was a composed story by 
Crofton Croker and one of his collaborators, Thomas Keightley, who based it on The Grimm 
Brothers’ “Deutsche Sagen” (Crossley-Holland 1986; Keightley 1850; Markey 2006). 
Keightley later affirmed this assertion. However, he also noted that while it was fabricated by 
himself and Crofton Croker, rather than ethnographically sourced, they later found accounts of 
this legend in coastal areas of Cork and Wicklow. These informants claimed recollection and 
association with this story from their childhoods, noting only a difference in the form of the 
soul cages, in that they were flower pots, rather than lobsterpots. This suggests that this legend, 
while revealed to have been fabricated by Keightley, could have been previously introduced 
by other means or could have deeper roots that reach into the oral tradition. 
In any case, since the original 1828 publication by Crofton Croker, the story has long 
become a part of written and oral folklore. Could the lobsterpot of ‘Hó-bha-ín’ have a 
connection to the lobsterpots of “Soul Cages”? It could be that this part of the fourth verse is, 
again, imagining the ordinary into something fantastic, similar to Cinderella’s carriage being 
transformed from a pumpkin (Bettelheim 1976; Opie and Opie 1997). However, with 
Coomara’s lobsterpots being tools of entrapment and containment – creating a limbo within 
the Otherworld, similar to the stolen woman in ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ (See Appendix 3) – there 
is the possibility that the mention of this item in ‘Hó-bha-ín’ could be tapping into this legend. 
It could be using the lobsterpot as a symbolic device of entrapment, abduction, and mortality.  
With mention of Cinderella’s carriage, another vehicle with connotations of liminality, 
entrapment, and mortality that bears relevance to the discussions of the lobsterpot and 
continues in popular folklore is the Cóiste Bodhar (Death Coach). This black coach that would 
appear at night, often driven by a reaper, a badhbh chaointe (banshee) (Teanglann 2013f), or 
the Dullan: a type of headless horseman (Traynor 2019; Westropp 2000; Crofton Croker 1971). 
This is more often seen in macabre settings of ghost stories, in which the objective is more to 
scare than to lull (Joyce 2020; Westropp 2000). The death coach and its driver can be found in 
several European and American cultural contexts. The decapitated escort is famously depicted 
as the Headless Horseman in Washington Irving’s The Legend of Sleepy Hollow (Irving 1864). 
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It is believed that if one heard or saw the Cóiste Bodhar, this was an omen of forthcoming 
death. Specifically, it was a reminder of the inevitability of death, as the coach could not return 
to the Otherworld empty (Locke 2014; Westropp 2000).   
Possible reference to this coach also arises in ‘Creeveen Cno’ (See Appendix 3), 
collected by Adelaide Gosset. In its last verse, it states “I’ve a black-coated coachman, a dog 
called Ruff”. It then directly references the narrator’s death, saying “Be sure, when I’m buried, 
and you , love, are married, In heaven I’ll watch o’er my Creeveen Cno” (Gosset 1915:164). 
However, this could also allude to a different, more innocuous allusion. While the coachman 
is portrayed as a dog named Ruff, the butler is made to be a fat, grey-feathered gander in the 
previous verse. This example is one that is particularly rich with anthropomorphism. It is 
unclear if the legend of Cóiste Bodhar was particularly associated with the west of Ireland, as 
iterations of this legend can be seen in cross-culturally. However, all sources regarding this 
legend that have informed this research have been from the western counties of Clare, Galway, 
and Mayo. This potential association with the west of Ireland highlights another interesting 
connection with ‘Hó- bha-ín’, and its connections with Connemara. 
From this discussion, we can therefore consider the potential of liminal containment 
units. They can symbolise transportation, a journey, transformation (Turner 1996; Bettelheim 
1976). Such objects are enacted by the stories, folklore, and practices of night-time, being 
lullabies and ghost stories. Discussions of liminal journeys and transformations are 
incorporated throughout this chapter: from Tadg’s journey from Mannanan’s Island, to moving 
through a hypnagogic state into sleep, to cages, coaches, and carriages. These are supported by 
George Lakoff and Mark Turner’s discussions on travel and transformation metaphors, such as 
“change of state is change of location”, “life is a journey”, “death is going to a final destination” 
and “death is departure” (Lakoff and Turner 1989:8-10). While Lakoff and Turner do consider 
birth as arrival in their writing – depending on personal interpretation – death can also be 
considered arrival, which feeds into their discussion on death as a final destination. 
The liminal and transformative capacity interpreted thought this verse draws out 
elements of Ó Madagáin’s assertions regarding lullabies as magic and protective charms 
through investigation into their vocables, and their relationship and propensity to evoke the 
fairies and supernatural (Ó Madagáin 1989). In noting the continued need for further research 
into these areas, he provides a valuable cross-cultural comparison to Japanese lulling, saying 
“in 1985 at the International Council for Traditional Music colloquium in Japan, a Japanese 
scholar, Yoshiko Ikegami, presented a paper on ‘The lullaby as magic…’ demonstrating, ‘on 
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the basis of traditional Japanese lullabies, that there is a close similarity between the way the 
lullaby is performed and the way magic is performed’ (Ikegami 1986:105)” (Ó Madagáin 
1989:36; Ikegami 1986; McLaughlin 2018). This runs in line with several informants’ views, 
including Mary McLaughlin who noted: 
I love this idea of the suantraí, of the lullaby being magical, because even at a very basic level, 
if you’ve got a screaming child, who’s cutting teeth, or something, and doesn’t know what’s 
going on, and is in pain, and is scared, and is tired, and is objecting and angry and all those 
things, the effect of a lullaby is enchanting. […] You know, what is magic? Magic is 
transformation.  Magic is changing one state to another state through an action. The other state 
may seem impossible to achieve, when you’re in this state.  So you’ve got this screaming 
child, you think you’re never going to stop [the] screaming, and yet, if you sing and rock, the 
situation transforms, and the child becomes in this state of, of sleep. So I think this idea of the 
suantraí is very valid in terms of lullaby, because it does seem like magic […] 
(McLaughlin 2016) 
Looking more broadly into fairy tales, other examples of magic and the entrapment of children 
in a liminal containment unit from arise. Some examples include the wolf’s belly after he has 
eaten Little Red Riding Hood, or the oven into which the witch threatens to throw Hansel and 
Gretel128 (Grimm and Grimm 1812; Bettelheim 1976). It could therefore be interpreted that the 
fourth verse of ‘Hó-bha-ín’, involving the lobsterpot as a coach, is remarking on the fate of a 
broken doll or a sick or lost child – trapped in an otherworldly limbo or being transferred to 
the Otherworld. This connects discussions to the trope of the changeling again.  
To the best of my knowledge, this is a darker interpretation of the text that has not been 
considered outside of this study. It is just as possible to interpret this as a game of imagination 
between caregiver and child. However, these options for layers of meaning and expression of 
the shadow-self129 can be interpreted here as a means of confronting opposing and fearful 
forces through imaginative acknowledgement (Toelken 1995). This is also the strategy taken 
– with less implicit interpretation – in the refrain of this song, which has been a constant fixture 
throughout all iterations of this lullaby.’ 
 
3.4.2.4 An bhadhbh badhbh 
The changeling is an interesting character to consider in ‘Hó-bha-ín’. There is not only a 
connotation of this character in the potential for the abandonment or entrapment of the 
bhabóigín gan chaoi in the lobsterpot, but it also has the capacity to surface at the end of each 
 
128Interestingly, through the story of Hansel and Gretel, we see another case of enchantment and entrapment 
through the witch’s delicious gingerbread house and sweets, then her subsequent trapping the children in her 
dungeon and attempts to cook and eat them. 
129The shadow-self is a narrative tool used to channel the darker thoughts and emotions that we all experience 
(McLaughlin 2018; Jung 1978). 
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chorus through the statement, “is gabh amach a bhadhbh badhbh” (and out with you, evil 
spirit) (Elsafty 2007). Breandán Ó Madagáin refers to ‘Hó-bha-ín’, and more specifically, this 
particular phrase, to exemplify the potently magical capacity of lullabies, as this is a direct 
banishment of evil from the premises and child (Ó Madagáin 1985, 1989). With this, the 
protective functions of lullabies make a return. Looking closer into the evil spirit that is named 
in this lullaby, the bhadhbh badhbh is not a generalising term for a faceless antagonist but is a 
specific character within folklore that takes identity from deep within Irish mythology. It is a 
fearsome character, with connections to the bogeyman, the banshee, and one of the mythical 
war goddesses, Badb130 (Ní Cheannabháin 2019; Nic Amhlaoibh 2018; Ó Madagáin 1989; 
Breathnach 2018; Monaghan 2004; Dolan 2006; de Cléir 2018; Gregory 2015). In speaking 
with folklorist, Síle de Cléir, she noted these attributes specified not only its malevolence but 
also its feminine identity (de Cléir 2018). 
 The goddess Badb is not only associated with war and death but also has deep 
connections with carrion birds. The Badb often would take the form of a hooded crow, thus 
influencing not only the lexical terminology of the crow, 131  but also their reputation as 
harbingers of death (Teanglann 2013e; Dolan 2006; de Cléir 2018). Mac Coitir connects the 
bhadhbh badhbh to the crow through birdlore, saying that “in County Clare the scaldcrow was 
considered unlucky and much feared as an incarnation of the war goddess, the Badhbh or 
banshee […] In Ireland generally the banshee or badhbh was said to appear in the form of a 
scaldcrow or hooded crow, at the death of members of certain families” (Mac Coitir 2015:200).  
A term for ‘banshee’ that arose in this research was ‘badhbh chaointe’, as noted before 
in relation to one of the drivers of the Cóiste Bodhar (Teanglann 2013f; Dolan 2006; Monaghan 
2004; Locke 2014). The connection here between the bhadhbh badhbh, the badhbh chaointe, 
and the Cóiste Bodhar brings further significance to the presence of the bhadhbh badhbh in 
this story, and potential for these separate verses to connect into one narrative. Could the 
lobsterpot be an interpretation of the Cóiste Bodhar? Could the bhadhbh badhbh that the singer 
is banishing also be the driver of the coach? While such connections were not made by 
 
130The other two war goddesses are Macha and Morrígan, or Anand (Gregory 2015; Monaghan 2004; Aldhouse-
Green 2015). The Morrígan is a very well-known incarnation of this triple deity, and is the goddess of death, 
battle, and destiny. Like Badb, she is strongly associated with the carrion birds that crowd battlefields, and is often 
depicted with crows as companions, or in the form of crows, as she carried the dead away. She is also noted as 
being the wife of the god, the Dagda, who has been previously mentioned several times in this dissertation (Ó 
hÓgáin 1991; Aldhouse-Green 2015; Gregory 2015). While the Morrígan represents powerful aspects of Irish 
folklore, and is informative of the connections between crows, and the bhadhbh badhbh, our focuses lie more 
directly with her divine triplet, Badb. 
131The Irish word for crow being “badb” or “badhbh” (Mac Coitir 2017; Teanglann 2013e). 
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informants or in previous written evidence of this lullaby, I propose this interpretation through 
this research as another possible meaning behind these characters and objects in the song. 
It should be noted that the refrain of ‘Hó-bha-ín’ is not always interpreted as the 
banishment of the bhadhbh badhbh. There is an extant version of text that can be traced to 
O’Connell’s transcription and translation of Ní Ghuairim’s 1957 recording. Rather than “gabh 
amach a bhadhbh badhbh”, it reads “go moch is go mall” (early and late) (Ní Ghuairim 
1957).132 It is unclear what is intended in these words. Perhaps the night, or the child’s sleep 
cycle, runs early and late. This shift in meaning seems to have expelled the folkloric and 
protective potency against the non-Christian133 badhbh badhbh from the text and story. Eilís 
Ní Shúilleabháin gave another interpretation of the bhadhbh badhbh, in interview, conveying 
it as an onomatopoeic name for a dog, as in ‘Wow-bow’ or ‘Bow-wow’. She suggested that 
the dog could have been in the house, and the singer could be shooing the dog out so that it 
would not create havoc and mischief during bedtime (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). 
An evocative encounter regarding the bhadhbh badhbh as a folkloric character occurred 
in my interview with Gearóidín Bhreathnach. She was not specifically familiar with ‘Hó-bha-
ín’ when it was brought into discussions, but – upon seeing this character within its lyrics – she 
immediately responded with hushed and animated recognition, saying: 
‘A bhadhbh badhbh’. The bhadhbh badhbh was the bogeyman. So they’re [saying] ‘Go away 
the bhadhbh badhbh’, yes, go ‘amach, a bhadhbh badhbh’. […] Every child in my age group, 
would know what the bhadhbh badhbh was. […] It’s a [specific] character. ‘A bhadhbh 
badhbh’, and this badhbh badhbh would come get you and take you. ‘A bhadhbh badhbh’ 
[…] it was used as a scare-tactic. let’s say now there was steps or something and there was a 
loft or something, and they were told, “If you go up there, the bhadhbh badhbh will get you”, 
so this badhbh badhbh was a, a bad thing that you didn’t want to come face to face with, this 
badhbh badhbh. […] Yea, go ‘amach a bhadhbh badhbh’. It just says that he – go ‘amach’ – 
go ‘out’, ‘get out’, so that would mean that it was inside, so it’s not – the bhadhbh badhbh – 
you wouldn’t live in the same place as the bhadhbh badhbh. 
(Bhreathnach 2018) 
Bhreathnach’s repetition of the character’s name, and her vivid descriptions of its malice and 
use as a deterrent, highlights its potent and effective occupation in folklore as an antagonistic 
character of ill intent. The bhadhbh badhbh’s mention within this lullaby is therefore striking, 
 
132Ó Madagáin also makes this connection in his article on the lullaby, and claims it as a mistranslation (Ó 
Madagáin 1989). 
133As noted previously, regarding Francis O’Connell’s transcription and translation of Ní Ghuairim’s singing, a 
theory regarding this discrepancy could be that O’Connell has created a mondegreen by mishearing the phrase 
involving the bhadhbh badhbh. It could also be that there have been intentional alterations to the lyrics to bring 
the song more in line with certain moralities and beliefs, depicting the mother as departed rather than transient, 
and portraying something – perhaps the child’s sleep – as early and late, rather than the menacing notion of a 
pagan creature. Based on phonetic discrepancies between Ní Ghuairim’s singing and O’Connell’s transcription, 
the stance taken in this research is that Ní Ghuairim is singing about the bhadhbh badhbh. 
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as its presence can be interpreted in several ways. It can act as a scare tactic, with which the 
parent is threatening the child into silence through the summons of the bhadhbh badhbh. This 
draws on themes of shadow-self, mentioned above, as an outlet of expression for the 
caregiver’s pent-up frustrations. The parent could also be disabling the potential threat of the 
bhadhbh badhbh, and their fears, through naming it (Warner 1998b; Watt 2012).  
Most directly we can interpret this phrase – “gabh amach a bhadhbh badhbh” (out with 
you, badhbh badhbh) – as a banishment: the expulsion of a malignant force from a person and 
the premises. Banishment takes us back into boundary-making and creating a secure sense of 
home (Ó Madagáin 1989; Levin 1958; Warner 1998b). Such customs of protection through 
ritualistic barriers were well-established and extended beyond lullabies. Two examples of this 
include the sprinkling of an animal’s blood or water at the four corners and threshold of a house 
or field (Mac Coitir 2015, 2010; Fortune 2016). This relates back to some of the theories 
surrounding what the warm drop could be in ‘Bog Braon’, as well as the notion of the Cóiste 
Bodhar and harbinger of death crossing boundaries in order to escort someone to the 
Otherworld (Westropp 2000; Joyce 2020; Locke 2014). 
It could be interpreted that a fussy or sick child was possessed by the bhadhbh badhbh, 
or seen as a changeling, with the bhadhbh badhbh playing the harbinger, messenger, abductor, 
and escort into the Otherworld. Banishing this force from the child and home through ‘Hó-bha-
ín’s’ refrain demands the exit of evil, and the return of the child to contentment and health. The 
reiteration of this exorcism as a refrain, and its placement after repeated formulae of vocables 
and endearments, further support Ó Madagáin’s claims that lullabies contain protective 
qualities (Ó Madagáin 1989). I submit that the endearing and enduring refrains, and so the 
banishment of the bhadhbh badhbh, are far more central to the core of this lullaby than its 
verses. This is after reflecting on Ní Ghuairim’s thoughts on the collaborative and fragmentary 
nature of this song (see above) (Ní Ghuairim and Uí Ógáin 2002:62), and on its inclusion in Uí 
Choisdealbha’s collection (Uí Choisdealbha 1923). Thus, we find the bhadhbh badhbh to be a 
very significant character. It ties this lullaby into folklore, custom, and mythology, and 
embodies the narrator’s fears, frustrations, dedication, and love for the child. 
 
3.4.3 ‘Hó-bha-ín’: Representation and Summary 
Through an in-depth investigation of this song, we find many possible interpretations laden 
with metaphorical representations, folkloric connections, educational parable and emotionally 
vibrant narratives. We are given key information as to the possible identity and location of 
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caregivers and characters. A sense of community and locality is gained through the 
collaborative nature of this lullaby’s creation as well as its descriptive text. Such aspects 
illustrate relationships, beliefs, landscapes, and occupational attributes. 
 This lullaby is particularly effective in an educational sense because it presents various 
parables. Through the description of caregivers’ location and wellbeing, the child is presented 
with lessons of preparation on the possible reasons for a caregiver’s absence. Furthermore, they 
are prepared for some of the necessary, sometimes darker, sides of life such as work, 
abandonment, and mortality (Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Casey 2017). The consequences of actions 
are addressed through the priest’s horse trashing a garden. Imaginative resourcefulness is 
shown by offering a lobsterpot as a baby carriage. Through a folkloric lens, the lobsterpot can 
be presented as a liminal consequence and vessel of entrapment. 
 There are folkloric and allegoric connections found between the lobsterpot, the tuile 
tragha (the winding sea), and the bhadhbh badhbh. Interestingly, when presented side-by-side, 
these three items all have metaphorical roots in mortality. The lobsterpots of “Soul Cages” 
contained the souls of drowned sailors. Taken in this light, the lobsterpot in ‘Hó-bha-ín’ could 
be the vessel of containment for the soul of the bhabóigín gan chaoi. This could imply the 
child’s mortality, and an otherworldly limbo or transference to the soul’s resting place, making 
connection to the Cóiste Bodhar. Mortality is seen again in O’Connell’s interpretation of the 
first verse as being the mother going off with the winding sea. We can interpret this phrase as 
a metaphor for the mother’s passing into death (Lakoff and Turner 1989; McLaughlin 2018). 
Finally, the bhadhbh badhbh carries a strong connotation of misfortune and death. While the 
narrator seems to be banishing them from their child and home, its mention within the song 
could directly be highlighting mortality and loss. 
Each section of this song gives off individual emotional colourings, which serves to 
inform us of a caregiver’s potential thoughts and feelings. We see robust and unconditional 
love, as well as fear, through the refrain, with its terms of endearment and strong banishment 
of evil. However, we can interpret frustration and aggravation if we see the bhadhbh badhbh 
and the lobsterpot as a threatening summons and scare-tactic. There is playfulness found in the 
horse’s mischievous entering into Sheáin Ghabha’s garden, and the dilemma concerning the 
baby carriage and the lobsterpot. We also see sadness in the longing for absent loved ones and 
the possibility of resentment over a mother’s reasons for leaving. 
Anxiety and tension surface through unknowns and possibilities found in each couplet. 
A running emotive theme throughout this lullaby is that of uncertainty, either passive and easy-
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going, or encompassing and dreadful (Warner 1998b; Watt 2012; Daiken 1959). What must be 
emphasised, however, is that while this sense of anxiety might be prominent, what seems to be 
more prominent is the sense of love and security that is expressed by the caregiver. Their 
thoughts do not seem to be intended to scare the child or wallow in their anxieties, but to 
support and protect the child. They intend to reassure them that, despite all of this, it is safe to 
fall asleep and give up their defences while the caregiver is near. Such intentions are thematic 
when looking at the genre more broadly and listening to ethnographic perspectives. 
The next point of emphasis regarding ‘Hó-bha-ín’ is its wealth of information regarding 
locality, community, identity, and lifestyle. In this song, occupation makes strong appearances 
through the father’s work at sea, the mention of the priest – therefore implying a religious 
occupation – and through paraphernalia of sea work in the form of lobsterpots. If Sheáin 
Ghabha is considered to be a description rather than a name, as noted above, this adds to 
occupational references through his being a blacksmith. We also find heavy nautical 
referencing and imagery, not only through the father’s occupation or the lobsterpots, but also 
through the mother going off along the sea. If we interpret Filipe Dall as a visitor, possibly a 
sailor from another country, this adds a further connection to nautical occupation. 
There is natural imagery present through mention of the sea and the horse, as well as 
the implication of class and living conditions through the condition of the bhabóigín gan chaoi 
and the lobsterpot. If the babe is interpreted as a doll, it could be damaged. However, if this is 
about a child, it could be that s/he is sick or has died. The replacement for a coach that is 
suggested is an old lobsterpot, suggesting that there is not one already existing and that we 
must make do, or use our imaginations. This verse could be very telling of class and resources. 
With this in mind, ‘Hó-bha-ín’ is illustrative of a working-class, tight-knit community of 
coastal Connemara. It is made all the more meaningful that Sorcha Ní Ghuairim was its chief 
disseminator throughout the twentieth century, as it reflects a sense of identity and locality held 
within her role as a tradition bearer. 
While this lullaby would have surely continued to be transmitted through the oral 
tradition without Ní Ghuairim’s inclusion of this lullaby on her Folkways recording it likely 
would not have reached such a broad audience or have been as actively transmitted. ‘Hó-bha-
ín’ is an exceptional example of fragmentation, collaboration, and patchwork within lullaby 
singing. The overarching message that I propose is that its couplet-like verses, working 
together to form one cohesive lullaby, emphasise the power of regional identity, communal 
composition and transmission. It has shown the ability of the oral tradition not only to move a 
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song through time but to make it grow. This process increases the song’s potential for folkloric 
connection and emotional expression through allegorical text (Bourke 1998; Markey 2006). 
 
3.5 Reflections 
This chapter has explored the stories of four representational Irish traditional lullabies to 
acknowledge and present the potential for layered meaning and interpretation within these 
songs. Such treatment of these songs has caused us to consider the multiplicity of their meaning 
and interpretation, based on individual experience and perspective (Toelken 1995). It has 
highlighted principal relationships that can be created, strengthened, as well as fractured 
through their practice. It has also helped us to better understand the lullaby’s place and rooted 
value within singers’ and listeners’ lives and identities, and in Irish traditional song and culture. 
These considerations, in turn, can inform us of the importance of the traditional lullaby’s 
continued practice today.  
Much has been uncovered in this chapter, including folkloric and religious connection, 
references to societal constructs and natural imagery, as well as moral and assimilative lessons 
that prepare one for life’s inevitable turns and possibilities. These are a selection of folkloristic 
references and possibilities that I have accessed through this research. However, there 
undoubtably many other interpretations for these song stories that this research has not 
encountered. This is due to the individual variance of interpretation and meaning derived from 
one’s specific experiences, knowledge, and perceptions. Through these songs, we have also 
seen the expression of a multitude of caregiver, child, and community discourse and emotions, 
and the vital relationships that surround these players and build their worlds. In interacting with 
the world through lullabies, child-like imagination and fantasy is often employed.  
While the majority of focus in this chapter has centred around the lullaby functioning 
for the caregiver, it is important to remember their functioning for their primary and target 
audience of infants and children. The lullaby song and story is grown out of the parent/child 
relationship and therefore serves both parent and child by creating a calming and playful sense 
of familiarity and security through such imaginative creativity. It does this not only through its 
relaxing and soporific musical characteristics, but also by making the unfamiliar, 
unmanageable, and impossible slightly more familiar, manageable, and possible (Warner 
1998b; Watt 2012; McLaughlin 2018; Daiken 1959; Goddard Blythe 2015; Burkez 1999; Tatar 
2010; Bettelheim 1976; Opie and Opie 1997). Sally Goddard Blythe emphasised this, noting 
that by engaging with emotional dilemmas through imaginative play, children can indirectly 
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work to understand human and societal behaviour. They can address and accept larger, 
unwieldy emotions and thoughts such as strong fears or desires (Goddard Blythe 2015). 
Such imagination works in favour of both child and caregiver. However, similar veins 
of creativity and play are found throughout the genre. Examples possibly include playing 
‘house’ or ‘tea party’ by presenting food to the seanduine in ‘Bog Braon’, playing make-
believe through ‘Éiníní’ by pretending to be different birds, or playing through the enactment 
of fairy revelry and angelic engagement in ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’. Through such engagement with 
this content, child and adult can be presented with astounding wonders, dilemmas, and 
conflicts. They can therefore engage with various relationships and connections in order to find 
resolutions and acceptance. Through this lens, the play found in these lullabies can be seen as 
an immensely valuable aspect of self-development and building relationships (Ginsberg 2007; 
Whitebread et al. 2012; Goddard Blythe 2015; Charles and Bellinson 2019). 
This is, of course, dependent on one’s interpretation and reception of these songs based 
on one’s personal identity, experiences, and knowledge, connecting into Toelken’s thoughts 
on multiplicity of meaning (Toelken 1995). This study has engaged with some interpretations, 
but not all. There will always be the potential for further meaning, or the counterargument of 
less meaning, to be yielded through individual interpretation. This seemingly endless range of 
interpretation, from facile to profound, has been acknowledged through the synthesis of 
informant perspectives, previous written accounts, and my own viewpoints upon analysis of 
these lullaby lyrics. Some of these interpretations are well-established, while others are novel 
and, to the best of my knowledge, have not otherwise been considered before this study. The 
range of perspective in ethnographic fieldwork, and level of connection into meaning with 
these songs spreads from regarding lullabies as diminutive, simplistic, and of little meaning, to 
being vital windows into development, imagination, and other worlds.  
Several perspectives suggested a definite disconnect between the singing of lullabies 
and storytelling, such as Michael McGlynn, who stated: 
You’re talking about different things here. You’re talking about lullabies and stories. I mean, 
I’ve never come across a lullaby or anything like that that had a protective aspect to them […] 
I mean the only ones I know would normally deal with, very mundane things, like the cow in 
the field or something like that, or just little ‘diddly-i-dee’ words to keep things very, very, 
very simple. And simple vowels, and natural vowels. And I’d say very few, I mean, genuine 
children’s lullabies, babies’ lullabies would actually be notated anyway. 
(McGlynn 2018) 
Similarly, Ber McElligott maintained that “to me, that [parables and deeper meaning in 
lullabies] would be storytelling now. To me that wouldn’t be lullabies. It [lullabies] would be 
nice and feel good, sort of feel good stories and, you know, even for the parent to sing, it would 
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make them feel good as well, because it’s nice and that” (McElligott 2017). What constituted 
a lullaby for these informants seemed to be more situated in a soporific melody, set of vocables, 
and limited range of vocabulary aimed at the child for solely the purposes of a child’s 
enjoyment and calm. Layered meaning was not always seen as existent or acknowledged within 
the songs. Lullaby lyrics with more complex construction were felt to sometimes be 
folklorically connected, but overall they were considered innocuous and bearing little meaning 
(McGlynn 2018; McElligott 2017; Dunne and Dunne 2017; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; 
O’Donnell 2018; Ní Cheannabháin 2019). This is reflected in the way that these lullabies have 
generally been portrayed over the past two centuries (Petrie 1855; Uí Choisdealbha 1923; 
O’Sullivan 1981; Henry 1990; Ní Riain 1987; Ní Fhiaich 2003). 
Other informants saw similar aspects of simplicity, enjoyment, and relaxation extend 
into the caregiver experience (Cormican 2018; Howley 2017; Casey 2017). Janet Howley, for 
example, noted from her own experience that “I am always very relaxed and chilled out after 
singing lullabies, getting to snuggle children helps with this too […] A lullaby to me is a 
calming tune, I think with a fretful child it needs to be calming to the parent as well as the child, 
it helps a child to slow down their breathing and to relax and get into a happy, safe comfortable 
zone” (Howley 2017). Further informant perspectives were receptive to the stories and multiple 
interpretations presented in lullabies. They saw this connectivity of the lyrics to the caregiver 
and the child to be essential in maintaining, continuing, exploring, and growing our perceptions 
of ourselves and our relationships with the children to whom we sing and the communities, 
traditions, and cultures in which we live. They considered these songs and their singing to be 
a crucial component of how we build our world and how our world builds us (Ní Riain 2016, 
2018; Nic Amhlaoibh 2016, 2018; McLaughlin 2016, 2018; Dennehy, T. 2016; Ó Lionáird 
2018; Ní Uallacháin 2017; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019).  
For example, Iarla Ó Lionáird commented on the access into different spaces of thought 
and existence that song and lullabies provide, saying: 
the whole notion of singing a song in the first place is awake to the possibility of creating 
other worlds; of accessing other dimensions of existence, whether they’re in memory, in 
nostalgia, in the past, in personal history, in social story. It’s a form of narrativizing which 
kind of bends time and reality. And so therefore is much more effective at dealing with certain 
issues, phenomena, narrative, than story or just plain talk […] music is an entrée, a tool, a 
device, you know, a mnemonic, but also it pries open other dimensions, in the head, and I 
think the lullaby is no different.  
(Ó Lionáird 2018). 
Such a wide range of perceptions is not dismissed within this research. Indeed, individuality of 
interpretation is exhibited through counterarguments that these songs do not always yield 
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deeper wells of meaning. Again, we see connection into Barre Toelken’s writing on the 
multiplicity of meaning, and there always being the potential for further outlets of thought 
(Toelken 1995). To take ‘Bog Braon’ as an example, what one person may interpret as a series 
of supernatural offerings to a potential changeling, another person might interpret as nothing 
more than a list of food. Where one person finds realms of literary, folkloric, and emotive 
meaning, another finds repetition and listing for the sake of child entertainment and pacification 
and caregiver distraction. It is not the place of this study to determine where true meaning lies 
or which interpretation is has more validity, but to present a variety of possible interpretations. 
This research has therefore acknowledged the varied human experience of participants 
through considering the complexes of relations stemming from lullabies. These experiences 
and relationships within lullaby singing are furthermore influenced by the rooted, cyclic, and 
malleable tradition. Therefore, this research has been able to grapple with why this genre 
maintains timeless potency and importance. Furthermore, it must be reiterated that there are 
very likely to be many other possibilities for interpretation of these story elements outside of 
what is accounted for in this research. 
Until recently (Ó Madagáin 1989; Daiken 1959; Nic Lochlainn 2017; Watt 2012; 
Warner 1998b), little attention has been paid to the rooted significance of lullabies, and 
therefore their potential for emotional and narrative expression. A motivation of this study has 
been to contemplate complex life concepts through seemingly innocent means. While each 
song is unique, through consideration of the possibilities for metaphor, narrative expression 
and parable in each song’s story, these analyses have served to exemplify the depth and salience 
of these songs as musical and social practices. In doing so, several major themes have emerged 
through each song that can be extended into the broader genre. Furthermore, these major 
themes have been found to connect with Alan Merriam’s ten musical functions (Merriam 
1964), thus ethnomusicologically grounding these songs and their practice. Merriam’s 
framework and its resonance with the major themes observed through this research will be 
incorporated further in the next chapter. The major themes found through these analyses can 
be categorised as: characteristic traits and subfunctions, emotional expression, evidence of 
belief and, lastly, relations and relationships. 
 The characteristic traits and subfunctions that surfaced throughout these lullabies are 
quite broad, ranging from their textual construction – such as descriptive language – to 
subfunctions other than the primary function of relaxation. Emotional expression is then an 
aspect of what can drive these subfunctions and includes feelings of love, fear, and frustration. 
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Belief systems deeply connect with and can represent one’s emotional landscape and societal 
makeup, and the evidence of this within lullaby songs and practice is therefore very telling. 
Finally, a major theme found in these lullabies, and a spine throughout this genre, is the 
connective relations and relationships created, depicted, and strengthened through these songs 
and their practice. Such relations and relationships experienced in these songs build and are 
built by the self and the world that surrounds the self. Each of these four themes and their 
interconnections with one another. Their parallels with Merriam’s framework of musical 
functionality (Merriam 1964) will be explored as we move forward into the next chapter. In 
detailing these themes, their significance as driving forces for the continued importance of Irish 




Story Content: Themes Detailed 
 
An extensive range of story content in lullabies has been explored to consider the potency of 
language expressed through their lexical construction and storylines. We contemplated their 
layers of meaning through interpretations of metaphor and symbolism. We also recognised the 
relations between these songs and one’s emotions, direct relationships, identity, and culture. 
From these associations, meaning to the individual and importance within a tradition can be 
conveyed. To refer back to the theoretical underpinnings of this study, such analysis of these 
songs reflects Carl Jung’s perception of the collective unconscious (Jung,1978; McLaughlin 
2018; Ní Riain 2018), as well as dynamics between individual and communal identities as 
expressed by Thomas Turino (Turino 2008).  
As linguistic and musical signs in these songs come to signify objects, concepts, 
feelings, and relationships, we find significant structures of symbolism, folklore, ideology, and 
human dilemma being expressed through direct language and implicit metaphor. The Peircean 
Phenomenology of Music that Thomas Turino has presented (Turino 1999), as well as Mark 
Turner and Barre Toelken’s thoughts on varied interpretations within story, metaphor, and 
meaning (Turner 1996; Toelken 1995), have very much aided in interpreting more profound 
concepts within these songs. This has further helped in understanding the interconnections 
between interpretations, thus producing meaning. It should be reiterated that there are likely to 
be many more robust possibilities of folkloric and literary interpretations of these song texts. 
However, these are the particular interpretations that came to the fore in this research through 
conversations with my informants, within previous scholarship surrounding these songs and 
Irish folklore, and through my own proposed interpretations.  
This chapter considers Alan Merriam’s ten functions of musical practices as they 
pertain to Irish traditional lullabies. Merriam’s ten musical functions include: 
1. Emotional expression 
2. Aesthetic enjoyment 
3. Entertainment 
4. Communication 
5. Symbolic representation 
6. Physical response 
7. Enforcement of conformity to social norms 
8. Validation of social institutions and religious rituals 
9. Contribution to the continuity and stability of culture 





As noted in Chapter 1, Merriam developed this framework through his investigation of music 
as a social activity – rather than solely an artful engagement – in his book, The Anthropology 
of Music (Merriam 1964). Merriam’s ten musical functions helped to inform Breandán Ó 
Madagáin’s reflections on the functionality of nineteenth-century songs and their practices. In 
this article, Ó Madagáin states that “My purpose here is to attempt to identify some specific 
functions, and I make no claim to be exhaustive, much less to generalise on the function of 
music as such” (Ó Madagáin 1985:137). His writing quickly departed from Merriam’s 
framework to consider functions, contexts, and categories in nineteenth-century song as they 
appeared to him, which revolved around the concepts of direct and indirect expression.134  
I have similarly comparatively considered Merriam’s functions in synthesis with major 
themes derived from the previous chapter’s analyses. Alan Merriam’s ten functions, as a long 
established and highly regarded ethnomusicological framework, has been extremely valuable 
in scaffolding, driving forward, and distilling the proposed four major themes in this chapter, 
and broader claims within this study. As a result of considering these two frames together, 
however, several points of continuation and addition could be of value to Merriam’s 
framework. This could further enrich and extrapolate the functions of musical practice. I 
therefore present the following amendments to Merriam’s framework: 
1. Emotional expression 
2. Aesthetic enjoyment 




a. Overtly expressed 
b. Covertly expressed 
5. Symbolic representation 
6. Physical response 
7. Enforcement of conformity to social norms 
a. Deviance from social norms through subversive narratives 
8. Validation of social institutions and religious rituals 
a. Challenging of social institutions and religious rituals 
b. Engagement with liminal experiences and spaces 
9. Contribution to the continuity and stability of culture 
a. Acknowledgment of ruptures and erosion of culture and relationships 
10. Contribution to the integration of society 
a. Acknowledgment of isolation or exclusion from society 
 
Figure 9 Merriam's ten musical functions, amended 
 
134These are: Direct Expression (Intense Emotion, Control through Expression in Song, Keening, Poet Singer, Ex 
Tempore Song, Efficacy in Song, Religious Song, and Songs of Exile); and Indirect Expression (Entertainment, 
Reflection of Culture, Aesthetic Function, Competitive Function, Topical Songs, Ossianic Lays, Humorous 
Songs, Occupation Songs, and Multi-Function) (Ó Madagáin 1985). 
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These amendments will be elaborated throughout this chapter, and recognition will be given to 
what is often overlooked within lullabies: the confided expression of the shadow-self and taboo 
thoughts, subjects, and emotions. Looking broadly at Merriam’s framework, we can quickly 
confirm Irish traditional lullabies to be in line with Merriam’s functions of musical practices. 
There are many examples of lullabies observed throughout this research that express a range 
of emotion. They have overwhelmingly been associated with aesthetic enjoyment, and are a 
form of entertainment and communication for all age groups. They have a profound potential 
for symbolic representation, and bring about an evident physical response of relaxation and 
sleep. Moving from the individual to communal identity: lullaby singing enforces conformity 
to social norms; it validates social institutions and religious rituals; and it contributes to the 
continuity of culture and the integration of society. All of these functions, in relation to the 
findings of this research, will be elaborated below. Thus, at a glance, lullabies are 
ethnomusicologically vibrant and functional by Merriam’s standards. 
Through such means as these musical functions, singing caregivers have been able to 
reflexively interact with themselves, as well as with direct listeners, their belief systems, and 
their cultural and societal norms. These stories can describe one’s surrounding world and 
community, and convey mature, entertaining, and sinister material with decreased risks of 
offending listeners or creating tension within a community. This is because, through implicit 
and explicit language, these subjects are presented in a slightly softened, aesthetically engaging 
manner that has cultural impact and connection. Furthermore, depending on context, lullabies 
access a level of privatised singing where one’s thoughts and feelings can be expressed. Aptly 
accessing metaphor in folksong, Barre Toelken states that: 
The concealment itself is not a secret, nor is it a euphemism. It is a culturally meaningful way 
of playing with what everyone knows is there […] In many folksongs, certainly not all, the 
clever use of metaphor and metonym allows for the intensified perception of ideas that are 
"there" but not mentioned denotatively. In the final analysis, metaphors are not puzzles that 
block or confuse recognition as do riddles. Metaphors make meaning more rich, more 
colourful, and more fully experiential. Metaphors can be so open and bold that they come 
close to pornography, as in the case of many bawdy songs. Others can be so delicate as to be 
virtually unrecognized by the young and naive, as is the case of "The Riddle Song" and others. 
Some are cute and simple, some are powerfully complex. Some promote poetic clarity of 
feeling, others create puzzling and bothersome ambiguities. All use the resources of everyday 
language that everyday people share and therefore give vivid evidence of the range and 
sensitivity of poetry and song in the vernacular world. 
(Toelken 1995:19-20) 
Finally, caregivers can express more private, visceral, and sometimes contested thoughts and 
emotions in a safe environment through these musical spaces. From considering their historical 
placement within the Irish song tradition to in-depth analyses of their stories, several 
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interrelated themes have arisen that bleed through not only the four lullabies studied, but into 
the broader genre: 
1. Characteristics and subfunctions 
2. Emotional expression 
3. Evidence of belief 
4. Relations and relationships 
These can dovetail into quite complex subthemes, which serve in highlighting the importance, 
dependency, and relationships of each major theme with one another. Similar to there being 
further possibilities for the interpretation of these songs, there are likely to be additional 
possibilities for the interpretation of these themes, and Merriam’s functions, than what can be 
covered in this dissertation. What is brought forward in this chapter are some of the more 
prominent aspects of these themes and functions that have arisen throughout this research. 
These themes are approached with the supportive scaffolding of Merriam’s framework. This 
was first done above, by broadly considering the application of Merriam’s functions to Irish 
traditional lullaby songs and practice. In the coming paragraphs, I will briefly overlay 
Merriam’s functions onto the four major themes that stemmed from analysis in the previous 
chapter – and similarly, overlay the four themes onto Merriam’s functions – in order to derive 
any pronounced similarities or discrepancies between these two frames. From this point, 
discussions will turn to each theme, individually, to aid in separately understanding each. These 
themes will then be reinforced by drawing upon applicable functions from Merriam’s 
framework. The grounding of each theme will be further strengthened by drawing upon 
interviewee perspectives and song examples. 
These categories of themes and their branching, interwoven facets are further supported 
by previous definitions of the term ‘lullaby’. Examples include Irene Watt’s detailed discussion 
on the song form in her dissertation (Watt 2012) or James Porter’s entry in the Grove’s Music 
Online dictionary (Porter 2001). Both of these authors have detailed aspects of construction, 
expression, and societal integration yielded through the lullaby. What causes the lullabies of 
this study to be individual to the Irish traditional context are their formation, marginalisation, 
and maturation within this specific aspect of Irish history and culture. They therefore hover 
between the individual, communal, and global, contemplated by both Jung and Turino (Jung 
1978; Turino 2008).  
Lullabies are seen worldwide, influenced by culturally specific societal norms and 
traditions, and access seemingly ubiquitous aspects of human dilemma. These include: love 
for, and frustration with one’s child; fear of abandonment, loss, or responsibility; and 
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assimilation or incongruity between oneself and their community, society, and identity. 
Furthermore, like folksong, lullabies are functioning and interpreted in individually varying 
ways (Toelken 1995). For example, ‘Bog Braon’ is a traditional lullaby but is often used in 
educational contexts for its accessible level of language and music. This can also be interpreted 
as merely the listing of food and drink for the enjoyment and preoccupation of child and 
caregiver (Ó Madagáin 1989), or can be taken deeper into ritual and folklore through 
interpretation of the fairies and changelings. 
This brings to the surface the topic of text versus context. This is a concept that both 
distances and fuses us to traditional texts. It opens our imaginations to the ideal, as well as 
grounds us in reality (Watt 2012; Wilgus 1973; Dundes 1978; Zumwalt 1995). Irene Watt 
considered this point within her writing, saying “The mother in the lullaby text may well be 
crooning her anxieties to her child, but she is not the same flesh-and-blood mother who is 
actually singing the lullaby to soothe her baby. They are not one and the same” (Watt 2012:32). 
In this vein, this study has focused heavily on the textual mother, rather than the contextual 
mother. It emphasises the historical and traditional voice in the lyrics, rather than the varying 
and flexible experiences of the many caregivers throughout generations, leading up to the lived 
and individual experiences of caregivers today. That being said, this study has been richly 
informed by the contextual voice through ethnographic interviews.  
Both a timeless resonance, as well as historical – and perhaps less relatable – 
distinguishing factors were found between overt and concealed emotions and experiences 
shared between the textual and the contextual voice. For instance, the thievery of the fairies 
and their replacement of a child with a changeling in ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ (a textual reference) is 
not something that singers and parents today (the contextual voice) necessarily resonate with 
or recognise. However, connection into one’s imagination, belief system, and expression of 
love for a child and fear for their misfortune – as well as covertly recognised issues that can be 
troubling and contrary to this set of emotional expression – is timeless. These facets continue 
to find resonance within the contextual voice. Some informants therefore found subversive 
story content to be surprising and sometimes inappropriate. Others saw it as a perennial cultural 
representation of the honest feelings and experiences of the singing caregiver, and their 
reflections on their relationships. This range in ethnographic perceptions will be further 
incorporated throughout this chapter. 
Furthermore, traditional lullabies continue to maintain their relevance as they move 
through time within the oral tradition by means of the contextual voice modifying the song and 
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incorporating their own experiences. We have seen this in Nóirin Lynch’s singing of ‘Seoithín 
Seo-hó’, as she composed another verse for her infant nephew in Australia (Lynch 2016, 2020). 
Therefore, while emphasis has been given to the textual voice of Irish traditional lullabies in 
this study, both the textual and the contextual have been informative in analysing these songs. 
This has helped to interpret major themes throughout the genre, as well as reflect on the 
question of relationships within this practice and the continued importance of lullaby singing. 
Focusing in on the major themes, the first theme of characteristics and subfunctions 
sees subcategories emerge ranging from description and symbolism to protection and 
bargaining. The second theme of emotional expression emphasises appropriateness and a sense 
of security built when processing thoughts and emotions in the context of lullaby singing. The 
third theme of evidence of belief shows ideological intersections, ritual, and rationale. Lastly, 
the fourth theme of relations and relationships extends to consider the shared experience of 
bonding, community, and identity within songs. These facets will be detailed presently, and 
folded back onto one another to form a web of interconnected functionality. 
Interestingly, there are significant overlaps between Merriam’s functions of music and 
these four major themes. This resonance with Merriam’s framework further grounds these 
themes and songs as significant within Irish culture and society. I have chosen to represent this 
overlapping with the diagram below, in which the two frameworks are cross-referenced with 
one another. To the left are the four major themes of this study, with the ten functions listed 
below the theme where applicable. To the right are Merriam’s ten functions with the four major 
themes listed where I feel they can be applied. For instance, to the left, under “Characteristics 
and Subfunctions”, I find that Merriam’s functions 1-7, and 9, can be applied, whereas under 
Merriam’s function “Emotional Expression”, to the right, I find that themes 1 and 2 can be 
applied. Similarly, where I find that “Relations and Relationships” can be applied to functions 
4, 5, and 7-10, I find that Merriam’s “Contribute to integration of society” can be applied to 
themes 2, 3 and 4: 
 
Figure 10 Cross-reference of Merriam's Functions and Overarching Themes 











1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 
10 
 
3. Evidence of 
Belief 
 
1, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10 
 
 
4. Relations and 
Relationships 
 
1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10 
 
Merriam’s Ten Functions 
 
1. Emotional Expression 1, 2 
2. Aesthetic Enjoyment 1, 2 
3. Entertainment 1, 2 
4. Communication 1, 2, 3, 4 
5. Symbolic Representation 1, 2, 3, 4 
6. Physical Response 1, 2 
7. Enforcement of Conformity to social norms 2, 3, 4 
8. Validate social institutions and religious rituals 3, 4 
9. Continuation and stability of culture 3, 4 




This cross-referencing, and application of one framework onto another, is of my own 
construction in order to ground these themes within the field. In addition to detailing this 
comparative overlapping of Merriam’s framework for each major theme, the application of 
these themes to Merriam’s framework will later be explored as we recognise the movement 
and relationship between individual and societal identity. This interpretation thus brings 
forward the greater importance of traditional lullaby songs and practice. Each major theme will 
draw support from additional lullaby repertoire (See Appendix 3 for these songs and their 
lyrics), as well as ethnographic and bibliographic sources. Before considering these four 
themes, we will take this opportunity to address some musicological points of interest, as the 
musicality of Irish traditional lullabies is an undercurrent inherent to the genre that resonates 
throughout each theme. 
 
4.1 Musical Landscape 
As the concept of story has been the main focus of this study, musicality is an aspect of the 
genre that has taken a supporting role and therefore has not been discussed at as deep a level. 
Analyses of the last chapter touched on each song’s musical elements to further familiarise the 
reader with the song. As lullabies are – at their base – musical manifestations, we can consider 
several musicological points as they pertain to the four major themes of focus in this chapter. 
Many musical characteristics observed in this research adhere to what was described 
by previous scholars, such as James Porter, Irene Watt and George Petrie (Porter 2001; Watt 
2012; Petrie 1855). There is a strong presence of lilting metres, narrow pitch ranges, soft 
dynamics, repeated formulae, and oscillation between tonic and dominant chords. There is also 
abundant descending motion by thirds that often arpeggiates from the fifth to the first scale 
degree, and ascension to a slightly higher register in the melody’s B section. Examples of this 
can be heard in Mary McLaughlin’s singing of ‘Éiníní’ (McLaughlin 2002); Joe Heaney’s 
‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ (Heaney 1982); and Sorcha Ní Ghuairim’s ‘Hó-bha-ín’.135  Bog Braon’ 
deviates slightly, an example of which can be heard from Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin (Ní 
Uallacháin 1994). Ní Uallacháin’s singing initially ascends to the fifth; however, the direction 
 
135It should be noted that such topics as melodic and metric landscape are highly relative to a singer’s personal 
interpretation, variation, and nuance. For example, the melody of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ is slightly different in Joe 
Heaney, Róisín Elsafty, and Muireann Nic Amhlaoibh’s versions (Heaney 1982, Elsafty 2007; Nic Amhlaoibh 
2006). However, all three share a core melodic and harmonic architecture that we can discern as the melody of 
the song. The same can be said for other musical elements within different singers’ versions of these lullabies. 
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of the line eventually comes down to the tonic. Furthermore, the prominent interval throughout 
this song is a third, keeping with this melodic trend. 
‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ is another example that slightly deviates from these melodic 
characteristics. If we take Joe Heaney’s version, while he stays firmly around the dominant of 
the key and reiterates a downward arpeggiation, the B section of the song then jumps to the 
upper tonic from the dominant. While this move is striking and brings the participants into a 
new register, ascending intervals of a perfect fourth or fifth are quite common throughout the 
genre (McLaughlin 2002; Heaney 1982; Ní Uallacháin 1994; Ní Ghuairim 1957; Ó Lionáird 
1997; Ní Riain 1996; Mulqueen 2001; Elsafty 2007). What is unusual about ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, 
specifically Heaney’s version, is that the largest interval seen in the song is an ascending octave 
as the B section comes around again for a second wave of smaller descending intervals (Heaney 
1982). This shift upward in the B section is regularly seen in the genre – exhibited in examples 
such as ‘Dún do Shúil’ (Heaney 1981) or ‘Codail a Leanbh’ (Vallely, n.d.) – and has been said 
to mimic the vocalisation of the child, previously noted (Welch 2005; Ní Riain 2016). By 
intensifying the sound’s frequency, the singer increases the tension within the song, which is 
then resolved as the melody descends again, returning to the A section. 
Furthermore, the A section of many lullabies is generally placed in the chest register of 
the vocal range, which then shifts into a mixed register in the B section. An example from these 
four lullabies that plays out in the opposite direction – showing a pronounced leap downwards, 
rather than upwards – is ‘Hó-bha-ín’. This change in timbre between registers further plays 
with the ebb and flow of tension within the song. ‘Hó-bha-ín’ is additionally an interesting case 
to consider modality. If interpreted in the Ionian mode, it strongly resolves to the lower 
dominant chord, below the tonic. However, if interpreted in the Mixolydian mode, it would 
then be resolving to the lower tonic chord. Such questions of modality are an intriguing matter 
for further research.  
Finding resolution in the song through the chest register refers back to humming as 
vocalisation, a method of lulling and delivery of these songs. The chest cavity is used in this 
register as the main resonator, producing larger amounts of vibration. Many informants who 
mentioned humming noted that the vibrations produced were not only calming for themselves 
but that it also seemed calming for the children to whom they sang (McElligott 2017; Casey 
2017; McGlynn 2018; Ní Uallacháin 2017). Ber McElligott recalled experiences of calming 
friends’ children at community events, noting that people jokingly would call her a shaman as 
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she gently bounced the children, humming tunelessly. For her, “it was the vibration […] [the] 
nonstop way, with the rocking” (McElligott, 2017).  
Karan Casey has also recognised the power of humming both in private lulling contexts 
as well as in performance and education (Casey 2017, 2019). She noted: 
well I think that for me now, I often hum, and I really like it, and I advocate it with my 
[students] […] but I think the humming is very connected to lullabies. I’m not too sure why, 
but I associate humming with lullabies and children, and even in my group singing and my 
teaching in UL [University of Limerick], I often get the group to hum together, because I think 
it brings them together. Not just blending of vocal techniques or trying to really get them to 
sing together and come together. I just think it allows – it’s a more comfortable space. […] 
[Comparing contexts] I’d be in a certain key for the gig, whereas for the kids, I wouldn’t really 
mind, I’d just throw it out there. And kind of have a bit of fun, if we did it up high or do it 
down low, all that. I enjoyed it so much, I brought that into the gig, that idea for the humming, 
into the gig. So it worked the other way. And it was amazing, it allowed for me to really calm 
down in a gig setting. I figured out that this was really nice, I felt comfortable. But then I 
started humming in every song, and everybody was like “you can’t hum in every song.” 
(laughs) […] Yea I think it [humming] does [help the audience]. I think if they can hum along, 
they feel part – I often say “it doesn’t matter of you don’t know the words, hum along.” […] 
at the end of the lullaby that I wrote, the ‘Go to Sleep’ one, there’s a humming section, for 
everybody to hum along, and I think it’s easier. […] and it [humming] does kind of bind us, 
in some way. 
(Casey 2017) 
The lilting, or swinging metre, that is seemingly ubiquitous throughout this genre was another 
very notable musical element for many informants. It was noted to be imitative of the rocking 
physical movement often involved in lulling a child to sleep (Cormican 2018; de Cléir 2018; 
Casey 2017; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019; McLaughlin 2016; McGlynn 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, 
E. 2018; Dennehy, T. 2016). Michael McGlynn noted that “in general, I suppose, it would have 
to be ag luascach.136 It would have to be swinging and be a – it would be a swinging song, in 
a triple rhythm, that’d be used depending on what speed it would be sung at” (McGlynn 2018). 
The terms ‘lilting’ and ‘swinging’ are deliberately chosen in this writing to describe the 
metrical composition of these songs. While many of them can be seen in a compound or triple 
metre, there is a significant portion of lullabies uncovered through this research that are in 
common or duple metre. Whether in triple or duple metre, they very often exhibit a strong 
emphasis on the second beat of the phrase, creating a ‘short-long’ sense of ebb and flow, similar 
to the tension and release created by the shift in pitch range.137 
I therefore suggest that such musical elements as those noted in this section not only 
comprise the essence of lullabies as musical entities but also connect with Merriam’s 
 
136Luascach: Irish term meaning ‘oscillating’, ‘rocking’, ‘swinging’ (Teanglann 2013j) 
137Examples of this include  the above cited versions of the four focus songs (McLaughlin 2002; Heaney 1982; 
Ní Uallacháin 1994; Ní Ghuairim 1957; Ó Lionáird 1997; Ní Riain 1996; Mulqueen 2001; Elsafty 2007), as well 
as many other selections and iterations of Irish traditional lullabies found throughout this research (Ní Fhiaich 
2003; O’Sullivan 1981; Hearts of Space Records 2015; Gosset 1915; O’Leary and Dultra 2015; Henry 1990). 
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framework and contribute to each of the four themes to be presented throughout this chapter. 
Musicality, as Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin has noted, “is the starting point for a lullaby” (Ní 
Uallacháin 2017). It is influential in their functional effectiveness as soporific tools, and in not 
only expressing but also affecting emotions (Meyer 1956; Hofman 2015; Ní Riain 2016, 2018; 
Toelken 1995; McLaughlin 2016; van den Tol 2012; Turino 1999). Barre Toelken’s thoughts 
on folksong are complementary, as he noted that “A Folksong is not simply a poetic utterance 
with a tune attached; rather, it is unique kind of performative expression and it seems to be the 
musical dimension that provides the incredible dramatic clarity that characterizes Folksong and 
ballad” (Toelken 1995:21). He went on to note the relation between meaning and musicality, 
stating “Other important elements of potential meaning also arise from, or are expressed in, 
various kinds of musical structure: marches, lullabies, work songs… All have recognisable 
features of rhythm, tone, volume, and style that affect us in meaningful ways not dependent on 
manifest content” (Toelken 1995:23-24). These musical characteristics will therefore be a 
valuable support and incorporated, where applicable, throughout this chapter. 
 
4.2 Characteristics and subfunctions 
I propose characteristics and subfunctions as the first major theme of discussion, which can be 
described as the collection of robust constructional aspects of which these songs and their 
practice are comprised. Furthermore, this theme involves the various ways that lullabies serve 
their participants other than the primary function of facilitating calm and sleep. Such 
characteristics include soporific qualities and linguistic and storytelling features such as 
description, repetition, parable, and symbolism. Likewise, subfunctions recurrent throughout 
analysis included: the lullaby’s effectiveness in enchantment and entrapment; its use as a form 
of entertainment and in protection against misfortune; its use as an educational tool; and the 
employment of bargaining as a means of obtaining the desired outcome. 
 
Figure 11 Listing of Characteristics and Subfunctions 
In these characteristics and subfunctions, there are already several evident connections to 
Merriam’s functions of musical practices. There is certainly evidence of “Emotional 
Characteristics 
- Soporific Qualities 
- Linguistic and storytelling 
features 
 - Description 
 - Repetition 
 - Parable 









Expression” in this theme, in that one must describe what is occurring, internally, in order to 
express their feelings. This can happen through directly addressing one’s emotions, or through 
metaphor and symbolism. There is also reason to include “Aesthetic Enjoyment” and 
“Entertainment”. Through engaging with the song and its literary components as a form of 
entertainment, one is enjoying the lullaby, and therefore becoming more relaxed. At its core, 
there is evidence of “Communication” in this theme. Between communication and emotional 
expression, we find “Symbolic Representation” accounted for as one’s emotions, thought 
processes and beliefs take root. Characteristics and subfunctions also resonate with “Physical 
response,” as the primary function of lullabies is to induce relaxation. We can further observe 
functions of “Enforcement of Conformity to social norms” and “Continuation and stability of 
culture” within characteristics and subfunctions particular to Irish culture and society. These 
are seen in symbolism, parable, as well as several subfunctions of this genre of song. 
 
Figure 12 Merriam's Functions applicable to Theme 1, Characteristic Traits and Subfunctions 
Through the lullabies analysed, we have encountered many if not all of these aspects. Indeed, 
while the aspects of this theme can be isolated individually, they are inextricably connected. 
For example, the very descriptive language used to illustrate the surroundings in ‘Seoithín Seo-
hó’ is also rife with features of enchantment and entrapment (Bettelheim 1976). Bargaining put 
forth through offerings in ‘Bog Braon’ can be seen as a form of repetitious listing and 
education. The highly repetitious construction of ‘Éiníní’ bears strong connotations of 
symbolism and functions of protection. Enchantment and protection interpreted through the 
story strings of ‘Hó-bhá-ín’ can also yield parable and description of a community. These 
elements help build interpretation of meaning in each lullaby and are linked in various facets 
throughout this section. All of these traits can come together to achieve the main functions of 
lullabies, being – most prominently – to soothe the listener into relaxation and sleep. 
Furthermore, they soothe the singer and articulate their inner narratives of connection and/or 
isolation, provide listeners with a description of their natural surroundings, acknowledge a lack 
of and/or promote the shared bonding experience, and create engaging stories. 
1. Emotional Expression  
2. Aesthetic Enjoyment  
3. Entertainment  
4. Communication  
5. Symbolic Representation  
6. Physical Response  
7. Enforcement of Conformity to Social Norms  
9. Continuation and stability of culture  
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A predominating facet to this theme can be seen as the efficient soporific qualities that 
lullabies bear as their primary function is one of soothing and relaxation. Soporific qualities 
were not only observed throughout the songs themselves but were also reflected upon within 
ethnographic interviews. Qualities emphasised were individually based on interviewee 
preference; however, most prominently discussed within interviews was the musical and non-
musical repetitive nature of the songs, creating a hypnotic atmosphere. Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin 
noted some of these qualities, saying: 
The features of a traditional lullaby in Irish would be a repetitive pattern of melodic phrases; 
music simplicity, sweetness of melody, prolific use of vowel sounds; depth of emotional 
honesty in lyrics; mystery (not always) which engages the mother and therefore, the 
subconscious empathy and interest of the child. 
(Ní Uallacháin 2017) 
The melodic and rhythmic construction of these songs is an aspect that has been discussed 
above, is acknowledged through Ní Uallacháin’s mention of “simplicity, sweetness of melody.” 
The repetition of vowel sounds that Ní Uallacháin refers to is notable, as it connects to the 
power of sound frequencies to affect change. Nic Amhlaoibh similarly focused in on the 
soothing effect of the sound in lullabies: 
The use of language, within some of the lullabies […] ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, has these “Sh Sh Sh” 
sounds through it, which is very interesting, these kind of soothing sounds that put the children 
to sleep. So there this more than just the lyrics involved, there’s the actual sound of the words 
that are almost onomatopoeic. 
(Nic Amhlaoibh 2016) 
It is evident these accounts that language within lullabies is not only a source of construction 
of surroundings and story but also as a form of soothing in enjoying the sounds of words and 
vocables. Nóirín Ní Riain’s remarks that the non-lexical syllables in the song are along the same 
lines. She explained that “it’s just nonsense syllables, again, proving that it’s actually the power 
of sound that is the essence of lullabies” (Ní Riain 2016). Indeed, though not always present, 
vocables are a defining feature of lullabies that are dotted throughout their refrains.  
Effectiveness of the sound as a soothing agent runs in line with Ber McElligott’s 
comment, “to me, it was the vibration […] [the] nonstop way, with the rocking” (McElligott 
2017). Briefly noted above, several informants specifically noted the soothing feeling of 
vibrations through the sound of singing, or humming (Casey 2017; McElligott 2017; Cormican 
2018; Nic Amhlaoibh 2018; Dennehy, T. 2016). Nóirín Ní Riain went further into the concept 
of sonology,138 and the soporific power of the sound frequencies often found in lullabies: 
 
138Sonology is a more recent term, coined to denote the study of sound as it applies to several different fields 
(Hall, 2003; Institute of Sonology 2020). 
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I imagine long ago, we’ve lost this now, but I imagine long ago there were certain vowels and 
sounds that affected various parts of our body. We’ve sort of lost contact with that now, so 
that when you want a child to sleep, a little lullaby, you used a certain vowel. 
(Ní Riain 2016) 
Several informants noted a similarity between musical and extra-musical characteristics of 
lullaby singing with the pre- and neonatal soundscape associated with a child’s prenatal 
environment of the womb. They also noted connections of metrical characteristics to the 
regular movement within such environments139 (Ní Riain 2016, 2018; O’Donnell 2018; Nic 
Amhlaoibh 2016; McElligott 2017; O’Donoghue 2018; Trainor et al. 1997; Standley 2013; 
Haslbeck 2012; Warner 1998b; McGlynn 2018; Watt 2012; Desquiotz-Sunnen 2008; Fifer and 
Moon 1988, 1995, 2000). These first musical experiences can reinforce familiarity for the 
infant prenatally and evoke a sense of security. Áine Ní Shúilleabháin reflected on this to say: 
that swaying rhythm that we do naturally, it’s very close to the child’s own heartbeats. And 
like, really, when you think of it, the baby’s first awareness of the word is of something totally 
confusing and separate, and a lullaby establishes that lovely, soothing connection between the 
child’s physiology and its state of mind, and the outside world. I mean, the world is huge, and 
the world is threatening to the baby. But that swaying rhythm, you know, brings it back to the, 
you know, to the womb, and the quiet and melodious sounds. It’s a relief from the world’s 
usual racket, I think, you know. And the simple repeating melody is also a source of comfort, 
[…] as well as the swaying rhythm echoing the heartbeat.140”  
(Ní Shúilleabháin 2019) 
The lullaby ‘Déirín Dé’ is an example that continues the trend of these soporific qualities from 
the four focus lullabies. It bears such features as non-lexical vocables, heavy repetition, and 
many melodic and rhythmic trends in line with what has been outlined. It further possesses 
onomatopoeic features, with the repetitive tintinnabulation of the ‘d’ sound. 
This study has placed particular focus on the narrative structures of lullaby stories in 
order to gain some perspective of the caregiver’s multifaceted experience and to emphasise the 
importance of these songs within the tradition. Linguistic features and orientation of one’s 
surroundings were incredibly prominent within the four focus lullabies. The specific language 
used constituted descriptions that were built in order to compose the stories, which have been 
interpreted. This incorporates semiotics, in that terms represent tangible or intangible objects 
and concepts. These are understood through the association of certain ideas with written and 
lexical words (Turino 2014; Peirce 1994; de Saussure et al. 2008; Holcombe 2016). 
Structuralism can be employed around semiotics. The terms that are structured to represent 
 
139These points bring attention to the important position of lullabies within the transitional fourth trimester for 
newborns and new parents (Karp 2008; Brink 2013). 
140It should be noted that while the theory of lullabies echoing the rhythm of the heartbeat is quite popular, it has 
been contested by some scholars (Warner 1998b). 
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societal ideas are brought together to construct broader cultural concepts, thought, and story 
(Frye 1957; Wiseman 1998). This construction yields layers of meaning, symbolism, and 
metaphor that play into interpretational theories of hermeneutics as we consider the parts in 
order to understand the whole (Mootz and Taylor 2012; Toelken 1995; Turner 1996; Lakoff 
and Turner 1989). 
These aspects of literary theories will be compounded as this chapter progresses and 
moves from isolated features of linguistics and storytelling to more incorporated features of 
culture and relationships. Several features that help to build these stories include: description, 
repetition – mentioned above, as a soporific mechanism – symbolism, and parable. These are 
also features that were recurrent throughout the ethnographic inquiry for this study. We will 
begin by briefly highlighting description. This is a foundational narrative aspect that orients 
participants within the space and story created by the lullaby lyrics. Descriptive language is 
incredibly common in these songs and is often very naturalistic, with descriptions of flora, 
fauna, elemental components such as the sea, rain, and wind, and celestial bodies such as the 
sun, moon, and stars. There is also the concept of time described, in the sense of the time of 
day, or the seasons. While some lullabies are unadorned in describing one’s surroundings, 
others detail elaborate and fantastical plotlines. From these descriptions that illustrate one’s 
surroundings and ignite imaginations rise the other highlighted linguistic features of repetition, 
parable, and symbolism. 
 While repetition certainly contributes to the relaxing nature of lullabies, repetitive 
features are possibly incorporated into lullabies for several reasons; it manifests in their textual 
makeup not only in hypnotic vocables and sounds but also in endearments and blessings for 
the child, and the listing of various animate and inanimate objects. Noted by several informants, 
including Áine Ní Shúilleabháin, reiteration of text helps to engrain the range of necessary 
phonemes and new vocabulary into a language learner’s lexicon (Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019). 
Such repetition also helps to create a sense of regularity and security, emphasise one’s message, 
and convey one’s strength of feeling. While repetition and description contribute to a 
developing lexicon, moral lessons of parable contribute to a developing sense of community 
integration based on societal norms (Turner 1996).  
Much of the parable that comes across in Irish traditional repertoire portrays the 
consequences of one’s actions. Examples have included ‘If you sleep, then I will give you a 
present’; ‘If you keep crying, the bhadhbh badhbh will come to get you’; or ‘If the horse stays 
in the garden then she will trash it’. These connect to facets of bargaining, threatening, 
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emotional expression, belief, and relations. Through parable, one also learns about their support 
systems: who will keep them safe; whom they can and cannot trust; to what they do or do not 
belong; and who or what they should avoid. 
Symbolism is a linguistic feature that incorporates all of those previously described: 
description, repetition, and parable. While it is certainly not present within each word of every 
lullaby, this is what can bring the layers and depth of meaning and interpretation into these 
songs and their practice. A linguistic device employed in daily expressions, symbolism uses 
metaphor to articulate thoughts and perceptions of life, such as  action and condition, deviant 
behaviour, feelings, and afflictions (Turner 1996; Chatman 1978; Holcombe 2016; Lakoff and 
Turner 1989; Toelken 1995; Lakoff and Johnson 1986). Symbolism makes up an abstract of 
life, or rather, life as an abstract. As McLaughlin has stated, “the focus is not so much on the 
object itself, but what it represents […] Metaphors can reflect these psychological and 
emotional wounds, so it follows that many listeners could find a point of personal resonance in 
a song that is sparse on detail” (McLaughlin 2018:161).  
This sees a connection with Watt’s discussions on text and context; while a text may 
not be directly applicable to participants in varying contexts, it may continue to resonate with 
timelessly applicable metaphorical representations (Watt 2012; McLaughlin 2018). These 
instances of symbolism within Irish traditional lullabies can depict not only natural elements 
representing features of supernatural belief, but can also serve to represent aspects of the human 
dilemma. The lullaby ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ aptly presents all of these highlighted linguistic 
features (See Appendix 3). It is highly articulate and descriptive of what the husband must do 
to retrieve his wife. Repetition is abundant throughout, with the reiteration of non-lexical 
vocables. Parable presents itself through knowledge that if any part of the proceedings is not 
carried out correctly, the abducted woman will be trapped forever in treacherous circumstances. 
Finally, symbolism is rife throughout the song; the woman’s pleas for escape, could represent 
a new mother’s unwillingness, resentment, or fear to be confined to domestic circumstances 
(McLaughlin 2018; Shields 1993).  
These linguistic features come together to serve a variety of subfunctions in addition to 
relaxation and sleep facilitation. Some of the more defined subfunctions observed through this 
research include: enchantment and entrapment, entertainment, protection, education, and 
bargaining. Another subfunction is expression; however, this is such a prominent and 
infiltrating aspect, having its own intricacies in need of fleshing out, that it is treated in this 
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dissertation as not only a subfunction but also as one of the four major themes. It will therefore 
be considered separately from these other subfunctions. 
Out of the primary function of lulling come the subfunctions of enchantment and 
entrapment. This dyad, central to Mary McLaughlin’s thesis regarding Otherworld song, is 
prominent throughout the genre (McLaughlin 2018; Bettelheim 1976). Indeed, lullabies not 
only depict enchantment through their dazzling stories and melodies, but their practice can also 
be seen as a form of enchantment and entrapment. Through magical descriptions and hypnotic 
musical and movement characteristics, one is lulling and luring the listener into an altered state. 
There is not only fear of entrapment by outside and destructive forces, or failure to come back 
from unconsciousness depicted in their stories, but there is also a somewhat intended 
entrapment by the caregiver. Their aim could be seen as keeping the listener in a more sedated 
state. Within the aspect of enchantment, entertainment makes an appearance, as the participants 
involved must be engaged with the song in order for the enchantment, entrapment, and lulling 
to be effective. This also manifests at a community level. As noted previously, in the historical 
setting, these songs may have been sung in less private settings, such as the shared housing of 
one-room cottages, or community home gatherings for song and entertainment. 
Through all of these linguistic features, we also see the subfunction of education, as it 
is through the development and expression of these features that participants are exposed to a 
range of material that could be necessary and beneficial. An aspect of education that regularly 
arose in interviews was the foundational linguistic importance of lullabies, as well as the 
cultural maintenance of the Irish language found in these songs. Furthermore, protection and 
bargaining are incredibly important subfunctions within these songs. Apparent throughout the 
genre is lyrical evidence of the caregiver’s intent to provide protection from harm and danger. 
As Marina Warner has stated, “lullabies obsessively spell out danger” (Warner 1998b:192).  
This sense of protection is seen within the lullaby lyrics, as well as in their contextual 
practice (Nic Amhlaoibh 2018; Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Bhreathnach 2018; Watt 2012). 
Bargaining, on the other hand, shows the caregiver to be less concerned about the child’s safety, 
and more committed to presenting the child with bribes and threats in order to make the child 
comply with their wishes for calm and sleep (Watt 2012; Ní Shúilleabháin, E., Ní Riain 2018; 
Cormican 2018; Daiken 1959; Petrie 1855). An example where both protection and bribery 
occur is within ‘Dún do Shúil’ (See Appendix 3), in which the caregiver protects the child from 
thieving fairies and angels, as in ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’. However, they also entice the child to sleep 
238 
 
with promises of presents (Heaney 1981). Bargains can also be made toward the encroaching 
supernatural forces, as was interpreted in ‘Bog Braon’.  
The first theme of characteristics and subfunctions is loaded, and has been briefly 
unpacked to consider the soporific qualities, linguistic and storytelling features, and 
subfunctions that run through Irish traditional lullabies. Not only have all of these subthemes 
come to intermingle with each other under this first major theme, but they continue to interact 
with further themes of expression, belief, and relationship. These characteristics will therefore 
be revisited throughout the chapter to elaborate and support thinking as we consider the 
remaining themes. The second major theme for discussion is that of emotional expression. 
 
4.3 Emotional Expression 
Expression of inner thoughts and emotions is a significant subfunction of lullabies. These songs 
serve to voice a variety of affective societal conformities, covert desires and misgivings the 
caregiver might have. I have chosen to treat emotional expression as a theme in itself as it 
shows abundant appearance throughout analyses. It is also highly interactive with every section 
discussed and holds striking subthemes which require further discussion. While lullabies are 
important for infant development and bonding, the crux of this study has been the perspective 
of the singing caregiver. Therefore, emotional expression is a major theme that considers what 
is articulated by the narrator within lullaby lyrics as a safe outlet for the acknowledgement and 
processing of internal narratives and discourse. This is thus what continues to have an affective 
impact with subsequent singers and listeners. Again, text and context can be incorporated here. 
One may not find themselves in the same context as that which is portrayed within the lyrics 
of a song, but one is still empathetically able to find points of emotional connection between 
their own and the story’s context (Watt 2012).  
Lullabies are an interesting area of song in this regard. Very often – especially in genres 
of heroic or murder ballads – the song is a mediated representation of the event, and is therefore 
an interpretation. However, the lullaby can sometimes enter a more lyrical, extempore area of 
expression and composition, and therefore directly express what one is feeling in the moment 
(Shields 1993; Ó Madagáin 1985; Watt 2012).  Irene Watt aptly highlights the 
ethnomusicological insight of lullabies in this regard, stating that “lullaby texts act as 
testimonials for these experiences and [are] therefore ethnology from the past” (Watt 
2012:382). In Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin’s comments on notable qualities within lullabies (see 
the full quote above), she determines that they possess “depth of emotional honesty in lyrics” 
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(Ní Uallacháin 2017). The eloquence of the phrase ‘emotional honesty’ is a driver within this 
theme. It implies that one is being truthful about one’s thoughts and emotions – both caring 
and sinister – through the platform of the lullaby.  
In her book on scaring, lulling, and mockery acting as combative actions against fear, 
Marina Warner acknowledges the caregiver’s turbulent emotional landscape of confinement or 
isolation within the lulling environment. The caregiver’s experience of lullabies went from 
making “tedium more tolerable” (Warner 1998b:201), or as Leslie Daiken notes, their being 
“diffused with all the ups and downs of a mother’s housebound brooding” (Daiken, 1959, 
quoted in Warner 1998b:201), to having “projected suspicions and foreboding into the larger 
world” (Warner 1998b:207). Warner then shifts to acknowledge the caregiver’s anger and 
frustrations. She says “The disturbing content of such songs is surprising enough; what is even 
more so is that lullabies often threaten the infant directly, the infuriated singer of a cradle song 
summoning the monster or bogeyman to work on target of the threat. This kind of lullaby 
conjures the terrors of the night, not always to silence them, but to flourish them” (Warner 
1998b:217). Several bogeymen are drawn up for example, including the Spanish Coco, or the 
Breton character, Le Grand Lustucru. Warner bridges remedies for fear from scaring to 
mockery through lullabies, noting that their narratives “may also act to defuse it [fear], by 
allowing it harmless – and even perhaps funny – expression” (Warner 1998b:219).  
The private and intimate lulling context can be a very safe, liberating space for 
caregivers. They have the opportunity to express and process this full range of emotions in 
confidence without societal expectations and judgements bearing down. Evidence of such 
expression runs consistently through the lullabies analysed and the broader genre, often 
through affections and blessings for the child, as well as more curious, darker story content.  
This was also a topic of discussion within many interviews for this research. Nóirín Ní Riain 
aptly articulated the intense range of these emotions, saying that “the deepest love comes out, 
then too, the deepest frustration, you know, anger, helplessness. And then that, of course, is 
probably reflected in the relationship with the father too. So, you’re drawing in so many 
primaeval emotions there, that it’s huge actually, huge” (Ní Riain 2018). 
Appropriateness seems to be a determining factor of how emotions are framed and 
expressed within lullabies. In emotional honesty, it is implied that both the appropriate and 
less-than-appropriate are given due recognition. A spectrum of cultural appropriateness is 
suggested that determines the adherence or deviance of one’s thoughts and emotions to or from 
societal trends. Thoughts and narratives – both appropriate and inappropriate – expressed 
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through these songs are driven by one’s community and cultural surroundings and one’s own 
emotional state. Therefore, these three concepts – appropriateness, thoughts, and emotions – 
will be interwoven throughout this section. 
Appropriateness 
Affirming societal norms 
Challenging societal norms 
Thoughts 
Loving, comforting, security 
Taboo, inappropriate, insecurity 





Figure 13 Listing of Emotional Expression 
The second theme of emotional expression interacts highly with Merriam’s ten functions of 
musical practice (Merriam 1964). Nine out of the ten functions can be seen within this 
overarching theme. The first function of “Emotional Expression” is inherent within this theme, 
and will be extrapolated below. “Aesthetic enjoyment” and “Entertainment” interact with this 
theme, as through the expression of one’s thoughts and feelings – both positive and conflicting 
– one can create an entertaining and enjoyable atmosphere. Furthermore, given that these songs 
can serve as outlets for processing and coping with emotions, one can gain a sense of relief and 
enjoyment through engaging with this process. We see the function of “Communication” 
clearly in this theme as the expression of thought and emotion is a form of communication. 
This communication is primarily directed toward the child and other listeners. However, one 
can also interpret this reflexive communication occurring within oneself as one works to 
process one’s thoughts and emotions through the medium of the lullaby story.  
 “Symbolic Representation” comes through in this theme, as a range of thoughts and 
emotions are conveyed through symbolism in these songs. Emotional expression sees the 
function of “Physical Response” as well. The expression of feelings and emotions elicits a 
range of physical responses, from sighs of relief, love, and calm to cries of fear and anxiety, to 
laughter in response to stories and participant interaction. Emotional expression as a theme also 
presents signs of “Enforcement of Conformity to Social Norms”. It incorporates both 
conformity to and deviation from norms, thus making this genre an intriguing source of 
interaction with one’s individual and community identities. Building on this point, emotional 
expression as a theme serves to “Validate Social Institutions and Religious Rituals”. The 
narrator expresses their assimilation with or deviation from such systems through their 
emotions and thoughts conveyed through the lullaby. 
Finally, similar to the function of “Enforcement of Conformity to Social Norms”, the 
second theme of emotional expression sees these songs “Contribute to Integration of Society”. 
In the expression of thoughts and emotions, one interacts with the schools of thought that 
surround them in society. They set out a framework for participants to follow, but this 
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framework is reflexive, thinking back to the individual and their concordant and conflicting 
feelings toward their society. This involves not only integration but also isolation: a feeling 
commonly expressed within these songs as well as by informants for this study and in previous 
scholarship. In this sense, lullabies can serve to integrate participants into their society, as well 
as highlight their isolation from, and perhaps serve as an escape from their society for which 
they do not feel an attachment. These feelings of isolation and deviance give substance to some 
of the more anxiety-driven, darker aspects of the story content of lullabies. 
 
Figure 14 Merriam's Functions applicable to Theme 2, Emotional Expression 
If we first consider more carefully the aspect of appropriateness that influences perceptions of 
thoughts and emotions, we may better understand the emerging emotions, themselves, within 
these songs. Community and societal norms and appropriateness is something that is culturally 
specific and evolves through time, giving us different eras of traditions, customs, fashions, and 
beliefs. Appropriate parenting and caregiving looks very different, through these lullabies, 
depending on one’s society, community, and culture (Pettit 2014; Mackinlay 1999, 2009a; 
Warner 1998b; Daiken 1959; Hughes 2008; Commins 1967; Watt 2012). This is an aspect of 
these songs that can place them within specific historical contexts, as something considered 
inappropriate within the nineteenth century may not be considered inappropriate by today’s 
standards, and vice versa. 
Other topics expressed, however, seem to stand the test of time and continue to resonate 
with participants for generations. This adds to the lullaby’s sense of endurance, resilience, and 
applicability. For example, the treatments toward what were believed to be changelings that 
have been relayed through this research may have been considered appropriate folk remedies 
to supernatural forces in the historical context. However, these are extremely inappropriate 
behaviours of parenting and caring for a child by any standard. Such behaviours can therefore 
stand to represent aspects of what is now considered to be pre-, peri- and postnatal mental 
health issues, such as postnatal depression. 
1. Emotional Expression 
2. Aesthetic Enjoyment 
3. Entertainment 
4. Communication 
5. Symbolic Representation 
6. Physical Response 
7. Enforcement of Conformity to Social Norms 
8. Validate social institutions and religious rituals 
10.  Contribute to integrations of society 
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 The expression of inappropriate, sinister or insidious topics within lullabies often 
catches observers off-guard. These feelings do not seem to be what people generally expect 
from a calming, child-directed song. Indeed, several informants were puzzled or surprised to 
learn of the content of some of these songs (McElligott 2017; Dunne and Dunne 2017; 
McGlynn 2018). The expression of such content can, in fact, serve as a caregiver’s safe space 
for cathartic and relieving emotional experiences (Watt 2012; McLaughlin 2018; Warner 
1998b; Ó Madagáin 1985). It can give voice to these stigmatised narratives and serve as a form 
of signalling and communication with other people. Finally, it can be a form of entertainment, 
adding a level of audacious humour to a task that can sometimes prove to be drawn-out, 
frustrating and redundant. An aspect of this specific to Irish history and tradition is the 
cognitive dissonance seen between appropriateness surrounding the treatment of children, and 
the attitudes and actions recorded in connection with fairy interference, child abduction and 
changelings. Indeed, along these lines, the facet of appropriateness covers a wide array of topics 
that can today be considered aspects of mental illnesses, infanticide, and ways that people 
conceived and dealt with mental and physical disabilities (Dennehy, E. 2016; Nic Lochlainn 
2017; Crofton Croker 2008; Underwood Munro 1991; Baker and Mackinlay 2015; McLaughlin 
2018; Schoon Eberly 1991; Watt 2012; Narváez 1991; Bhreathnach 2018). As medical and 
scientific knowledge has advanced, and with shifts in folk and religious belief through time, so 
too have perceptions of these sensitive topics evolved. 
Extremes of the emotional spectrum certainly surface during early parenting and 
motherhood, with behaviour recorded in nineteenth-century accounts bringing to light topics 
of abuse, abduction, and infanticide. These actions occasionally make appearances in lullaby 
lyrics as well as historical records (Kelly 2007; Dennehy, E. 2016; Golež Kaučič 2017; Luddy 
2013; Foyster 2013). For example, Crofton Croker’s “The Brewery of Eggshells” (Crofton 
Croker 2008) quite graphically depicts how one can be rid of a changeling, involving the 
stabbing, burning, and boiling of the child, ultimately ending in its death. Though these are 
extreme and terrible measures, they also clearly account for the intensity of the caregiver’s 
most insecure emotions. Such expressive lyrics, hypothetical actions, and visceral emotions are 
resolved metaphorically and passively in the intimate space of a child’s bedtime. Elaine 
Cormican was one of many informants who felt a sensitivity toward such narrators, saying 
“Somebody was very brave to write about that years and years ago” (Cormican 2018). 
Complex and interrelated emotions expressed in lullabies can be organised into three 
major categories: fear, frustration, and love. While love seems to be the strongest and most 
243 
 
evident emotion of lullabies, let us first consider frustration and fear. These more directly drive 
the darker, more sinister underbelly observed in these songs. Evidence of frustration can arise 
within Irish traditional lullabies either through direct speech, or through malevolent story 
content. Examples that we have seen range from antagonistic features or misfortunes that befall 
the child, to backhanded or passive-aggressive comments and endearments. This is seen in the 
endearment “m’ualach” (my burden) in ‘Suantraí Hiúdaí’ (See Appendix 3), or the threat of 
the thieving púca and the hungry giant in the lullaby ‘Codail, a linbh, ó luigh síos go fóill’ (Ní 
Fhiaich 2003). Such presentation of the shadow-self (McLaughlin 2018; Jung 1978; Bettelheim 
1976) not only relieves pent-up frustration and resentment but also helps to cope with such 
feelings in a safe, constructive manner, rather than acting on them.  
 Frustration can emerge through tiredness and impatience over a child’s ceaseless 
crying, as well as through resentment over a child’s dependence or one’s restricted 
circumstances in caregiving. This comes across clearly through the lullaby ‘Rocking the Cradle 
that Nobody Owns’, as well as the confinement expressed in ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ (See Appendix 
3). Frustration and fear, however, can be interchanged, interpreted, and expressed 
simultaneously. Antagonists coming to steal the child so often depicted in these songs can be 
threatening manifestations of the caregiver’s frustrations, as well as projections of their fears 
over what could happen. The abducted woman in ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ could metaphorically be 
the narrator expressing her resentment over her circumstances. However, she could also be 
seen as lamenting and fearing for her fate should her confinement in the Otherworld continue 
(McLaughlin 2018). Though lullabies can be melodious and relaxing pieces of music, 
undercurrents of a caregiver’s fears seem to imbue the genre. As Marina Warner noted, in 
relation to fear enacted through lullabies: “fear is the child’s bedfellow” (Warner 1998b:24).  
 What can be interpreted from many Irish traditional lullaby lyrics is a fear over the 
child’s health and welfare. As noted by Karan Casey in the previous chapter, “you’re afraid 
that your child is going to die, you are, especially when they’re really small” (Casey 2017). 
This can be extended to a fear of the inevitable and unknown, namely, fear of loss, separation, 
mortality, responsibility, or growth. An example of such fear can be seen in ‘Do Chuirfinn-si 
Féin mo Leanabh a Chodhladh’ (see Appendix 3). The narrator shows evident fear of her child 
falling ill and leaving her as “a sonless woman” (Petrie 1855:146). She also reveals some 
anxieties over the child’s prospects, and her ability to provide for her child as she enchants him 
with bribes of imagined lavish circumstances. Bess Lomax Hawes discusses this in terms of 
the melancholic features of lullabies, in that the lullaby can serve as “a mother’s conversation 
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with herself about separation. And as such, one of its most profoundly supportive functions is 
to make the inevitable and inexorable payment of our social dues just a little less personally 
painful” (Lomax Hawes 1974:148). 
 Through Lomax Hawes’ comments, fears can be refocused into love when we ask why 
the caregiver might bear these impending emotions. Iarla Ó Lionáird touched on the 
relationship found in lullabies between these different emotions, saying: 
There is, as you say quite correctly, the double-edged sword really of hope and anxiety – of 
happiness and fear. It’s a very interesting area to go into. I feel that the lullaby is there to 
reassure but, if it highlights certain dangers, then it actually induces some anxiety too! So, it’s 
almost like a microcosm of life itself, like, there is the hope; there is the ever-present anxiety, 
the existential anxiety. 
(Ó Lionáird 2018) 
Housed in lullabies, we see an interplay between security and insecurity. What seems to be 
exhibited most clearly through articulated fears in lullabies is the caregiver’s sacrifice, care, 
and love for the child. Elaine Cormican noted, even through feelings of frustration and 
resentment, “I would hope that most of the lullabies come out of pleasure, you know, most of 
them. […] You know, we don’t know that. But that’s the ideal thing, isn’t it” (Cormican 2018). 
These expressions of love are most evident through the articulation of endearments and 
blessings for the child, as well as encouragements for them to maintain their health and 
corporeal state and the reassurance that nothing will come to harm them. This shows protection 
as not only a subfunction, but now an act of care and love. In this, love and happiness are most 
often evidenced in these songs as intentions to protect, wishes for good fortune and luck, and 
affections directed toward the child. This sense of ambivalence was drawn on by Brian Castle, 
who looked to singing as a source of reconciliation, resolution, and healing of animosity and 
conflict (Castle 2020, 2014). 
When one such child [who suffered from infantile autism] after prolonged therapy finally 
emerged from her total autistic withdrawal and reflected on what characterizes good parents, 
she said “They hope for you.” The implication was that her parents had been bad parents 
because they had failed both to feel hope for her and to give her hope for herself and her future 
life in this world. We know that the more deeply unhappy and despairing we are, the more we 
need to be able to engage in optimistic fantasies. But these are not available to us at such 
periods. Then, more than at any other time, we need others to uplift us with their hope for us 
and our future. No fairy tale all by itself will do this for the child; as the autistic girl reminded 
us, first we need our parents to instil hope in us. On this firm and real basis – the positive ways 
in which our parents view us and our future – we can then build castles in the air, half aware 
that these are just that, but gaining deep reassurances from it nonetheless. While the fantasy 
is unreal, the good feelings it gives us about ourselves and our future are real, and these real 
good feelings are what we need to sustain us. 
(Bettelheim 1976:125-26) 
What could be seen as a knot to bind these emotions of love, frustration, and fear together is 
that of hope: hope of the mother, hope for the child, hope that things will get better, hope that 
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nothing bad will happen, and more. As is apparent in discussing emotional expression as a 
major theme, and the concept of appropriateness, there is enormous interaction with one’s 
individual, communal, and societal beliefs. Indeed, beliefs that are integrated into our identities 
influence how we logically and emotionally interact and react to our world, and thus how we 
express our emotionally driven thoughts. 
 
4.4 Evidence of Belief 
Aspects of belief have arisen throughout Irish traditional lullabies. Belief influences what is 
articulated in these songs and how it is presented. In the context of these discussions, ‘belief’ 
is referring to systems of ideological creeds that make up religions and faiths, as well as 
practices, superstitions, rituals, and customs that branch off from these systems. These features 
were often seen in this research through aspects of Christianity, pre-Christian belief, and Fairy 
Faith, which were frequently seen to be interwoven with one another throughout this research. 
This supplanting of belief and continuation of older traditions within newer belief systems goes 
to show the embedded nature of belief and faith within traditional practices (McLaughlin 2018; 
Nic Amhlaoibh 2018; O’Connor 2005; Low 1996; Martz 2011; Toulson 2002; Ní Riain 2018), 
and specifically lullabies within the frame of this study.  
This third theme of evidence of belief often makes an appearance within lullabies. 
Customs and credence were also implemented into lullaby singing as ritualised aspects of one’s 
faith and beliefs. This material also exposes contemporary participants of Irish traditional 
lullabies to aspects of folk belief and Fairy Faith that, while still in existence and practice, may 
no longer be at the forefront of ideology in Irish society. Evidence of belief in the four focus 
lullabies include: customs of concealment interpreted in ‘Éiníní’; interpretations of food 
offerings and the seanduine in ‘Bog Braon’; the intrusive fairies and angels of ‘Seoithín Seo-
















   
Figure 15 Listing of Evidence of Belief 
We see several points of overlap with Alan Merriam’s ten functions of musical practice 
(Merriam 1964) within this theme as well. As with the previous two themes, “Emotional 
Expression” finds grounding within belief as deeper thoughts and emotions often incorporate 
and are represented by aspects of belief. “Communication” is also seen in this theme. One can 
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communicate with other participants through expressions of beliefs, as well as one’s direct 
communication with their belief systems in the form of charms, prayers and blessings, and 
other messages put to supernatural characters. Furthermore, “Symbolic Representation” is very 
conducive with this theme; indeed, it is quite an interchangeable term for this theme. 
Supernatural beliefs can be seen abundantly throughout the genre, and are often symbolised 
through naturalistic imagery and content: for example, the birds of ‘Éiníní’, or the sea in ‘Hó-
bha-ín’. Furthermore, features of explicitly and implicitly stated supernatural beliefs are apt in 
representing underlying concepts of human emotion and dilemma. 
“Enforcement of Conformity to social norms” and “Validate social institutions and 
religious rituals” are also apparent in this theme. This is because aspects of the norms of society 
often involve some sort of centralised belief system which community members are able to 
adhere to or divert from. Within the Irish context and as observed in these traditional lullabies, 
this often manifests as expressions of pre-Christian and Christian beliefs, and folkloric content. 
Indeed, even the practice of lullaby singing itself incorporates these functions. Lullaby singing 
can be seen as a ritualised and routine practice of bringing one’s children from wakefulness 
into sleep involving socially normative spaces and incorporating institutions and rituals 
through lyrical content and surrounding practices. Examples of these institutions and rituals 
include opening the fire tongs into a cross over the crib (Bhreathanch 2018; Watt 2012), leaving 
a piece of iron or the father’s clothing in the crib (Mac Coitir 2010, White 1976), making a line 
of salt around the crib (White 1976; Ashliman 1997, 2006). 
 
Figure 16 Merriam's Functions applicable to Theme 3, Evidence of Belief 
Customs are also noted that summon and/or expel, rather than protect, which connect into the 
cruel history of replacing a changeling, as has been noted previously, including taking the child 
across moving water (Gosset 1915), or stabbing the child with a red-hot fire poker or a penknife 
(Crofton Croker 2008; Boyle 2003). Social institutions and religious ritual can also be seen 
through the prayers and blessings given in the lyrics of these songs, and the depiction of 
supernatural figures. Síle de Cléir was particularly taken with such ritualistic aspects of Irish 
traditional lullabies, and their deep interaction with bedtime ritual and ideological practices. 
1. Emotional Expression 
4. Communication 
5. Symbolic Representation 
7. Enforcement of Conformity to Social Norms 
8. Validate social institutions and religious rituals 
9. Continuation and stability of culture 
10.  Contribute to integrations of society 
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She felt that belief permeated everything in generations past, and recalled everyday customs 
that tapped into this, including the nightly application of holy water (de Cléir 2018). 
These customs, prayers, and blessings could be instated through lullaby song and 
practice to support the child as they makes a liminal and hypnagogic move from consciousness 
into sleep. An aspect of this that seems to cause caregivers anxiety in these texts is that the 
child will not return to them from their slumbers the next day. Leslie Daiken noted that in 
Greek and Calabrian cultures, it was believed that the child’s soul left its body during sleep 
(Daiken 1959). There are many lullabies to choose from to exemplify these points, such as 
‘Soontree’, included in Adelaide Gosset’s collection. In this song, the narrator – far from 
keeping the child safe and close – encourages them to enjoy the lavish world of the fairies, but 
to not to eat or drink anything offered from the Otherworld. This harkens to themes observed 
in ‘Bog Braon’. If they do, then they will share the same fate as their father, ending in fairy 
entrapment and death (Gosset 1915:154). 
In a similar vein, “Continuation and stability of culture” applies to this theme. Belief 
systems make up some of this culture, which are partially maintained and continued through 
traditional lullaby singing. Finally, “Contribute to integration of society” stands in this theme 
for similar reasons. As belief systems often account for part of a society’s construction, the 
incorporation of such material into lullabies make it so that such knowledge, norms, and beliefs 
are imparted and entrained at a very early age. Room must also be made to acknowledge the 
lullaby’s capacity to reject the integration of society and to challenge societal norms, as is 
evidenced by the intermingling of ideologies in these songs. This can stand as both a dualism 
and respect of both systems, as well as the challenging of an imposed system. The incorporation 
of or diversion from societal constructs through lullabies can, furthermore, determine and/or 
facilitate the child and caregiver’s possible integration into the society that embraces these 
concepts. Iarla Ó Lionáird considered the intensity of belief, and therefore emotional 
expression, within the historical context, saying that: 
I definitely would think that the whole idea of providing security through song does beg the 
question, ‘Security from what?’, and that the nineteenth-century mind in Ireland was saturated 
with the supernatural. 
(Ó Lionáird 2018) 
He continued, to emphasise how this intense fear often laid dormant within projections of belief 
systems (Ó Lionáird 2018), such as fairy activity, changeling replacements, the fate of the 
unbaptised, or menacing creatures such as the púca or the bhadhbh badhbh. Fear in connection 
with the supernatural was, in fact, highly resonant with many informants, who often noted it 
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being a main driver for this emotion within lullabies. Noted previously, in connection ‘Seoithín 
Seo-hó’, Mag Fhloinn addressed this overwhelming fear of the unknown, saying that: 
People were very concerned about infant mortality and child death and the dangers that were 
close to children as well. And then I can even think of some of, in a Christian context, the 
prayers that people had for protection over children. Those kinds of things, you know, they’re 
conveying their anxieties […] The fairies are often a foreboding of danger, or unknown 
danger, those kinds of things, as well as being genuine belief. 
(Mag Fhloinn 2016) 
Following this point, Gearóidín Bhreathnach commented similarly, and added to the 
understanding of frustration and fear of confinement when saying: 
[…] people were very much afraid of the fairies, when their young children were born […] 
they were that terrified that the fairies would take their child, they very rarely left the house 
[…] they couldn’t even go out to take in turf or go to the clothesline without, if the baby was 
still in the cradle. They would take the tongs from the fire and open it out like a cross, to cross 
the – so the metal would cross the mouth of the cradle so that the fairies wouldn’t interfere 
with the baby while they were alone […] so they were terrified of […] their own baby taken 
and the changeling being left. 
(Bhreathnach 2018) 
In these insights from interviewees, we see the caregiver’s visceral fears over their children 
succumbing to supernatural misfortune, as well as customs and ritual that intersect Christianity 
and folk belief. Regarding the second theme of emotional expression, these instances of fear 
or sorrow in relation to supernatural presences and interference also have the capacity to be 
interpreted as a caregiver’s frustration and anger with their child and/or situation. Indeed, even 
the well wishes and vocables that are typical of lullaby singing can be interpreted as Christian 
and pre-Christian charms and prayers of health, protection and/ or expulsion. These introduce 
folk belief and ideologies into the message of the song (Ó Madagáin 1989; de Cléir 2018). An 
example in which different faiths interact to create one ritual of escape is ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ 
(McLaughlin 2016, 2018; Shields 1993; Petrie 1855). Another example of this intermingling, 
quite similar to ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, is ‘Dún do Shúil’ (See Appendix 3), in which angels and 
fairies are features of both enchantment and entrapment (Heaney 1981; Bettelheim 1976). 
Marina Warner also emphasises the use of blessings and charms in order to ward off 
evils, aligning with Ó Madagáin’s thoughts on the subject (Ó Madagáin 1989). She accesses 
understanding on these defence mechanisms by noting the need for protective charms 
stemming from a fear of what could happen if protection is not given. In this vein, Warner 
highlights the awareness of magico-religious motivations in the lullaby, saying that “more 
peculiarly, the lullaby also invokes figures of death and punishment, brings the stalkers and the 
cradle-snatchers before the infant’s eyes. Both kinds of charm over the child’s cot are often 
repeated over and over, sometimes almost tonelessly, a form of incantation.” (Warner 
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1998b:194). This is affirmative of the magico-religious content and characters, and the 
incorporation of folklore and belief examined in this and the previous chapter. Examples such 
as the wall in ‘Éiníní’, or the rooftop or lios in the distance in ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ connect to 
Warner’s attentions to the importance and sacredness of space and physicality in lulling. They 
recall the heavy use of imagery and patterning laid into these songs as an aid to such “chants 
and charms” (Warner 1998b:195). On the note of night-time magic, Warner continues, saying 
that “singing is a charm against the dark: in their whole range of expression, verbal and musical, 
however peculiar, sad, harsh and bitter, lullabies work” (Warner 1998b:228). 
 A character which must be given further space here is the changeling. Referred to 
throughout this dissertation, this figure interacts with beliefs of both Fairy and Christian faith 
and is found in historical and traditional caregiving practices in Ireland. In folk belief, the 
changeling is the creature with which the fairies were said to replace healthy babies. It was also 
thought that if a child were not baptised into the church soon enough, they would be more at 
risk of being abducted and exchanged with changelings. These fairy beings were often 
presented as withering, sickly babies that would cry and wreak havoc on families until they 
ultimately died as a result of some sort of folk intervention in an attempt to reclaim the stolen 
child (White 1976; Narváez 1991; O’Connor 2005; Watt 2012; Crofton Croker 2008; 
McLaughlin 2018; Dennehy, E. 2016; de Cléir 2018).  
It seems that changelings have been an aspect of belief that have – in addition to being 
part of a genuine ideology – provided an explanation and outlet of thought and emotion for 
what are now considered illnesses, congenital disorders, and various other maladies. Historical 
and folkloric accounts of caregiver and community actions against what they thought to be a 
demonic intruder range from harmless and protective measures, folk customs, and strict 
parenting, to abusive or neglectful behaviour, infant exposure, and infanticide. While some of 
these measures are perceived as drastic, cruel, and inhumane by today’s standards, it is 
important to understand the changeling’s use within folklore, belief, and the psyche. It was a 
foil to represent the abducted child, but it can also be considered a source of rationalisation for 
physiological, psychological, and behavioural unknowns or abnormalities, as well as lack of 
attachment. It therefore served as reasoning to carry out protective and expulsive, often fatal 
customs and rituals. It was also a point of projection and way to process postnatal mental 
illnesses, one’s misgivings, fears, and frustrations with stressful situations, extreme isolation, 
and the unknown (Dennehy, E. 2016; Nic Lochlainn 2017; Mag Fhloinn 2016; Kelly 2007; 
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Luddy 2013; Foyster 2013; Schoon Eberly in Narváez 1991; Underwood Munro in Narváez 
1991; Watt 2012; Mercer 2013; Scull 1946; Bengtsson 2016; Verstraete and Söderfeldt 2014). 
Two informants offered particularly telling thoughts on this sensitive topic. Mary 
McLaughlin stated, “I think we create constructs that will help us understand them, and then 
those constructs will reflect back to us our own culture, and reflect back to us our own 
experiences” (McLaughlin 2016). Similarly, Nóirín Ní Riain noted, “I suppose it would be a 
way of knowing that God wasn’t being hard on you and that you just happened to be settled 
with this changeling and this is all that you could do then” (Ní Riain 2018). The reasoning 
behind the appearance of the changeling in folk and historical accounts is still rather startling 
and contested and should therefore be handled and explored with great sensitivity.  
Though not always making an appearance in lullaby lyrics, the fear of losing a child to 
the fairies and the intrusion of a changeling upon the child’s existence was a constant fear 
and/or threat (Bhreathnach 2018; Dennehy, E. 2016; Ó Lionáird 2018; Nic Lochlainn 2017; 
Watt 2012; Warner 1998b). This is reflected by the advancing ominous and unfortunate 
characters and storylines sometimes presented in lullabies. Examples include the thieving crow 
in the lullaby ‘Codail, codail, a chircín don’, or the púca and hungry giant in ‘Codail, a linbh, 
ó luigh síos go fóill’ (Ní Fhiaich 2003). Such bogeymen run wild throughout folklore, fairy 
tales and lullabies on a cross-cultural and global scale, such as the Albanian Lubia (Elsie 2001), 
the Spanish Coco, or the French Le Grand Lustucru (Watt 2012; Warner 2012; Daiken 1959), 
all of whom have an appetite for naughty young children. There are also the Mongols and the 
devil in the Japanese lullaby, ‘Tsugaru no Komoriuta’,141 who will come down from the 
mountains and take away crying children (Takahashi 1999:track 19 with translation). 
The notion of abduction that is inherent in changeling belief brings with it the concept 
of liminality. Liminality taps directly into ritual theory as the in-between state of transformation 
and movement between initiation and completion of an objective (McLaughlin 2018; van 
Gennep 1960; Turner 2009; Grimes 2014; Thomassen 2014; Downey, Kinane and Parker 
2016). This can be seen as an embedded aspect of lullaby songs and practice. Their primary 
objective is to bring children from a state of conciseness to unconsciousness, but more broadly 
can be used to bring participants from a higher to lower state of distress, tension, or energy 
(McLaughlin 2016, 2017; Nic Amhlaoibh 2016, 2018; Casey 2017; Ní Riain 2016, 2018). Iarla 
Ó Lionáird engaged with this concept strongly and through very visual concepts. He noted that 
 




through lullaby singing, “You’re already preparing the ground for someone else to get into this 
dream zone. […] In a sense, you’re turning on a kind of a dream [train] engine, made of sound” 
(Ó Lionáird 2018). As with the Cóiste Bodhar discussed in the previous chapter, Ó Lionáird’s 
“engine, made of sound” depicts a sonic vehicle. The purpose of this would be to bring listeners 
from restlessness to calm and from wakefulness into sleep. In the case of the Cóiste Bodhar, 
the subject is moving from a state of living to a state of death by entering the coach and being 
escorted to the afterlife.  
Indeed, terms of transportation such as ‘vehicle’, ‘vessel’ and ‘conduit’ arose often 
throughout interviews in relation to these concepts of liminality and transformation within 
lullabies. They can be seen as vehicles and facilitators for consciousness, thought, emotion, 
experience, bonding, belief, communication, and more (Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Nic Amhlaoibh 
2016, 2018; Ó Lionáird 2018; McLaughlin 2016, 2017; Cormican 2018; Ní Ghallóglaigh 
2018). Drawing from Breandán Ó Madagáin and Yoshihiko Ikegami’s thoughts on the ancient, 
magical, and protective properties of lullabies (Ó Madagáin; Ikegami 1986), Mary McLaughlin 
noted “A suantraighe is distinguished by its capacity to induce a magical sleep, and magic […] 
happens within states of liminality. Magical transformation is often marked by ritual, and 
liminality is a key piece to the ritual of a rite of passage” (McLaughlin 2018:153).  
Through such angles, liminality can be understood as an integral aspect to systems of 
belief and music making. These are inherent in lullaby song and practice through embodied, 
experiential practices, as both of these aspects incorporate the concept of transportation from 
one space of being, thinking, experiencing, and feeling into another (Grimes 2014; Turner, V. 
2009; Turner, M. 1996; McLaughlin 2018; Bigger 2009; van Gennep 1960). In how lullabies 
have been, and continue to be, held close yet marginalised in society and scholarship through 
the centuries, we can draw on thought from Frank Salamone to support their incorporation of 
liminal and ritualistic experiences and spaces. He states: “Liminality, marginality, and 
inferiority frequently generate sacred accounts, symbols, rituals, philosophical systems, and 
works of art” (Salamone 2004:98; Brown 2019; McLaughlin 2018).  
This liminal experience, furthermore, resonates with the flow state and transition 
between firstness, secondness, and thirdness of being, found in ethnomusicological views on 
semiotics (Turino 1999 2014; Todd Titon in Barz and Cooley 1997; Rice 2001). These can be 
understood as a progression from an ontological to an epistemological experience: from the 
action or experience (firstness) to the reaction (secondness), then to the mediation of this 
reaction (thirdness). Thomas Turino distinguishes these as “Firstness: An entity without 
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relation to a Second […] Secondness: The direct relationship between two entities without the 
mediation of a Third […] Thirdness: The relation of a First and a Second by a Third so as to 
produce something beyond the Secondness relation” (Turino 2014:214, 216). From transition 
between these states of being, one experiences liminality. Within lullabies, this has the capacity 
to occur at several levels. Most immediately, for example, one hears or sings a lullaby 
(firstness); one experiences a sense of calm, relaxation, and perhaps sleep (secondness); one 
makes the association between lullabies and calm, and perhaps contemplates the reasoning for 
this effect (thirdness). 
Considering liminality on a literary and folkloric level, the persistent fear seen 
throughout this genre of one’s child being abducted and replaced by a changeling is a 
particularly conducive example. The movement from this world to the Otherworld can be 
considered a liminal movement as one is transitioning through to an irreparable state of being. 
Even if one can make it back from the Otherworld, as the woman in ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ 
attempts, they are changed through the process. The encouragement for one to make this 
transition from consciousness to unconsciousness through sleep, and remain asleep until the 
next day, is reiterated throughout lullaby lyrics.  
Indeed, the time of day when these songs are generally sung is a very transformative 
time when there are a myriad of changes in the world around us, the Otherworld, and ourselves. 
This is reflected in songs, folklore, and belief systems, including Fairy Faith and Christianity 
in the Irish context (McLaughlin 2018). Various natural and human-made elements act as 
transitional thresholds, such as barriers of walls and fences, or water sources of rivers and tides. 
Crossing these boundaries can take characters into the Otherworld, as well as into the unknown 
and uncharted states of loss, mortality, and growth. While we almost always come out on the 
other end of the liminal movement into sleep – into the “dream zone” (Ó Lionáird 2018) – by 
waking up the next day, we are changed. We have experiences through our dreams; we have 
rested and healed; we have perhaps cleared our heads; and we start a new cycle in the morning. 
There are instances within lullabies where limbo – a stalling within this liminal space 
– can be interpreted. Examples include the lobsterpot or the mother’s wandering along the sea 
in ‘Hó-bha-ín’, the raven watching by the clock at midnight in Hardebeck’s ‘Éiníní’, the fairies 
being ushered into the scene by the moon moving in opposition in ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, or the 
interim holding period of a year and a day in ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’. Emer Dennehy notes that the 
death of an unbaptised person led to their being held in purgatory – a limbo state of the afterlife 
– and that the avoidance of this fate was one reason why baptism occurred so early in one’s 
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life (Dennehy, E. 2016; Bourke 1998; O’Connor 1991, 2005; McIntosh, Quinn and Keely 
2018). The liminal aspects of these songs, and the folklore and belief incorporated throughout 
their lyrics and practices served as a coping mechanism and rationalisation. They were also 
helpful in transitioning participants from the physical to metaphysical, the terrestrial to the 
abstract. Liminality and belief aided in transforming irrational, unbearable or inexplicable 
emotions, and thoughts into rationales and feelings that can be more readily processed and 
accepted (McIntosh, Quinn and Keely 2018; Bourke 1993). Thus, the last theme for discussion 
becomes apparent as liminality serves in these songs to hold and support participants as 
relationships form, strengthen, and grow, as well as sometimes fracture and fray. 
 
4.5 Relations and Relationships 
The fourth and final major theme emerging throughout the four focus lullabies of this study 
has been relations and relationships. These connect various aspects of lullabies, and are also, 
within themselves, crucial to the genre. The terms ‘relations’ and ‘relationships’ are 
differentiated by Marylin Strathern, who suggests that: 
A case has been argued for distinguishing relations from ‘relationships’. […] A thinker’s 
relational practices, such as connection, association, resemblance, comparison, do not touch 
on the necessity and transcendence that, in his [Moutu 2012] words, give relationships the 
character of an infinite being. […] it is their relationship [an example of two brothers] that 
transcends both the externality of their relating (if one wants to put it that way) and their 
identification as self-similar beings. Such relationships never cease; this is partly because of 
their processual nature. 
(Strathern 2018:5) 
She also specifies relations as epistemic, and relationships as interpersonal (Strathern 2018). 
Strathern’s entry revolves around relations, which then informs aspects of relationships, 
connections, associations, and more. Her thoughts surrounding ‘relations’ seem to draw 
strongly from philosophies of semiotics, structuralism, and hermeneutics: the significance of 
something by its relation to something else through one’s individual interpretations. In 
specifying ‘relationship’ from ‘relation’, these theoretical groundings are further informed by 
previous scholarship on kinship and social structure (Moutu 2012; Battaglia 2005; Descola 
2013; Carsten 2000; Faubion 2001; Lévi-Strauss 1963, 1978).  
Both relations and relationships are strongly present within Irish traditional lullaby 
songs and practice. While sometimes accessed indirectly, they were often a topic of recurring 
emphasis throughout ethnographic interviews. For example, while Ceara Conway could not 
recall personal memories of her parents singing lullabies, she noted that “if I hear somebody 
else singing a lullaby, it still makes me imagine a parent/child relationship. So, regardless, I 
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think, whether your parents sang them to you or not, I think it makes you think about that” 
(Conway, 2016). Muireann Nic Amhlaoibh drew from her parenting experiences to say “My 
babies don’t care if it’s in tune or not, or if my voice is tired or – it’s not about that. And it 
really is a nice, like a reset button for me sometimes, that singing has a functionality aside from 
just performing and entertaining people, that there’s this kind of emotional link between me 
and the girls, when I’m singing to them” (Nic Amhlaoibh 2016). Mickey Dunne similarly stated 
“I suppose it was just nature, you just feel better when you do it; when you do something that’s 
good for the child. You know? […] There’s a comfort in it. There’s a comfort in cuddling up 
to mom, and baby. And it does thank you for years to come” (Dunne, M. 2017). His wife 
Aideen Dunne added: “it solidifies your relationship [with the child]” (Dunne, A. 2017). 
Drawing from ‘Éiníní’ to demonstrate these concepts of relation and relationship, the 
songbirds can be interpreted to bear symbolic relations to folkloric beliefs, omens, legends, and 
attributes. However, the birds – as metaphors for children – possess a parent/child relationship 
with the narrator and singer. These relations and relationships observed throughout this 
research can be organised into the four subcategories, which together can create a matrix of 
relationships. These are: the relationship between participants, such as singers and listeners; 
one’s relationship with oneself; the relations one perceives between and to facets within the 
songs, themselves, such as the symbology of characters and scenarios; and, lastly, one’s 
relationship with their surrounding community, culture, and society.  
 
Figure 17 Matrix of relationships within Irish traditional lullabies 
Returning once more to Merriam’s ten functions of musical practice, there is a definite 
resonance between several of these functions and the fourth theme of relations and 
relationships. To begin, “Emotional Expression” is fostered and explored through one’s 
relationship with oneself, as well as how feelings are articulated to others. “Entertainment” is 
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present within this theme as it is partially the function on which many relationships are built 
within lullabies. There is also evidence of “Communication” and “Symbolic Representation” 
in relations and relationships. To communicate implies that one is addressing this matrix of 
relationships, at some level, as this involves an exchange between two subjects. Symbolic 
representation, in itself, suggests that there are key relations and associations between different 
physical objects and their symbolic representation. This can be the metaphorical significance 
between supernatural figures and abstract concepts, or the endearing or fearful associations 
between objects or beings, such as the bird names in ‘Éiníní’.  
Such communication arises in ‘Rocking the Cradle that Nobody Owns’ (See Appendix 
3), in which the old man tasked with lulling the child conveys the broken relationship found in 
his wife’s infidelity. Symbolic representation, and therefore layers of meaning, can vary 
depending on individual interpretation (Toelken, 1995). For example, ‘Bog Braon’ has 
exemplified this point of validity within multiple meanings and interpretations. While this 
study has considered the layered and symbolic meaning of the various food and drink listed in 
the song to discuss its capacity for connections with belief and folklore, this is often not the 
route of interpretation taken by participants. The listed foods are often understood at a more 
innocuous level, as was noted by several informants (McGlynn 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 
2018; McElligott 2017). We can similarly regard ‘Éiníní’ to present it both as a modest list of 
birds for the enjoyment of caregiver and child, as well as, perhaps, an act of concealment from 
supernatural larceny, and a sinister mirroring of one’s children in this world and the 
Otherworld. “Communication” – verbal and non-verbal – follows in parallel with this point, 
as well as “emotional expression”. One can articulate various relations and relationships that 
conform to and deviate from social norms, and how they are significant through the song lyrics. 
This brings us to the final four of Merriam’s musical functions that are of particular 
relevance in relations and relationships: “Enforcement of Conformity to social norms”; 
“Validate social institutions and religious rituals”; “Continuation and stability of culture”; and 
“Contribute to integration of society”. These functions interact with the concepts of culture and 
society, which inherently involve systems of relations and relationships that work together to 
form a network into which one might or might not assimilate. The relations between individuals 
and socio-cultural concepts such as place, gender, class, traditions, and ideologies, as well as 
the relations between the individual identity and community identity, are all aspects of 
connection with one’s society. Drawing from Paul Zumthor, as well as Lillis Ó Laoire, one’s 
relation to their culture can be seen as the umbilical cord between person and place (Ó Laoire 
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2005; Zumthor 1990). Interestingly, this concept rather poetically relates back to birth, 
sacredness, place, magic, and lullabies. Zumthor continues: “All cultures possess or have 
possessed sacred spots, umbilical cords, rooting human beings in the earth and bearing witness 
that they came from that ground; and I cannot remember ever reading that to any one of these 
places there did not correspond some incantatory or poetic practice” (Zumthor 1990:122).  
 
Figure 18 Merriam's Functions applicable to Theme 4, Relations and Relationships 
Aspects of the stories and practice of Irish traditional lullabies reflect these four functions of 
conforming to social norms, validating social institutions and religious rituals, continuing a 
stability of culture, and contributing to the integration of society. Equally important to establish 
is the lullaby’s capacity to reflect the opposite of these functions as lullabies also explore 
deviancy from and challenges of societal norms, institutions, and religious rituals. Through this 
angle, we can note that lullabies, in addition to contributing to one’s integration with society, 
can also help to express one’s possible disconnection, isolation or exclusion from society.  
Thus, one can access these functions to address, conform, challenge, and even 
disengage with aspects of societal norms and constructs. Lullabies can therefore satisfy needs 
for relationship building, self-reflection, and belonging. They can also reject aspects of society, 
address situations of isolation or confinement, and perhaps acknowledge breaking or fractured 
relationships. While counter to general perceptions of comfort and belonging that surrounds 
this genre, this rather darker turn aligns with feelings of sadness noted in connection to lullabies 
over the centuries (Dennehy 2016; Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Nic Amhlaoibh 2018; Cormican 2018; 
Petrie 1855; Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; Hughes 2008; Warner 1998b; Ó Madagáin 1985, 1989; 
Masuyama 1989; Lomax Hawes 1974; Commins 1967).  
This melancholy and isolation from society, as well as protesting power dynamics, are 
evident in the Japanese context, such as in the lullaby, ‘Itsuki no Komoriuta’ (‘Itsuki 
Lullaby’).142 Well-known through continued dissemination in the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries, this lullaby brings forward the voices of the poor young girls of Itsuki, Japan. These 
 
142See the following link for a recording of this song: https://www.komuso.com/pieces/pieces.pl?piece=1934 
(Takahashi 1999). 
1. Emotional Expression 
3. Entertainment 
4. Communication 
5. Symbolic Representation 
7. Enforcement of Conformity to Social Norms 
8. Validate social institutions and religious rituals 
9. Continuation and stability of culture 
10.  Contribute to integrations of society 
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girls worked as childminders and generally were not treated very well by their employers 
(Hughes 2008; Tokita and Hughes 2008). We see this contrast in social status through its lyrics, 
“I'm just a beggar; these are goodly folk, with nice obi waist-sashes and nice kimono” 
(Takahashi 1999:track 20). In his book, Traditional Folk Song in Modern Japan: Sources, 
Sentiment and Society, David Hughes describes this lullaby as a song that “exudes self-pity, 
self-deprecation and resignation” (Hughes 2008:61; Takahashi 1999:track 20 with lyrics 
translated). Through this woeful narrative, the grievances of these childminders are portrayed: 
their resentment for having to care for their employer’s infants; their deep discontent with their 
life and position; and their contemplation with the ultimate detachment from society through 
death (Hughes 2008; Masuyama 1989; Storm 2016; Yamaguchi 2019; Pettit 2014).  
David Hughes gives another example from the Japanese context, ‘Takeda no 
Komoriuta’ (‘Takeda Lullaby’). 143  This song similarly remarks pessimistically on the 
caregiver’s meagre circumstances: her intense frustration with their charge’s ceaseless crying, 
and her disconnection with the child, and her surrounding community. She wishes to return 
home to her parents, evident in the phrase “I want to go soon, back to my native village; way 
over there I can see my parent’s home” (Takahashi 1999:track 17 with lyrics translated; Hughes 
2008: 267, 274). Such features further highlight the singer’s emotional landscape, one that is 
directly acknowledging her sorrow, homesickness, and resentment towards the child.  
This lullaby bears a further relation to societal constructs; it was previously banned 
from public broadcast and looked down upon due to its association with the village of Takeda, 
which was strongly inhabited by the senmin144 population of Japan (Hughes 2008:274; Mori 
and Spector 2000; Ooms 1996). Therefore, not only does the caregiver, textually, express 
dislike for her surrounding society, but there is also a conflicting and condescending contextual 
relationship between society and this specific village. These cross-cultural examples from the 
Japanese context deeply interact with systems of relationship. Furthermore, they viscerally 
exhibit the theme of emotional expression. Both narrators bare their discontented souls through 
the lullaby, lamenting for their situations and what they see as a dismal future. 
We can return to individual interpretations when considering the levels of connection 
and resonance to relationship within lullabies as one may not be aware of, connect to, or accept 
 
143See the following link for a recording of this song: https://www.komuso.com/pieces/pieces.pl?piece=3065 
(Takahashi 1999).  
144Senmin, or “despised people” (Ooms 1996:278), was the very cruel term within the Japanese caste system given 
to denote people of the lower-class who often maintained what were considered lowly occupations involving 
death and hygiene. While this caste system was abolished in the late-nineteenth century, a stigma continued into 
the twentieth century (Ooms 1996; Ehlers 2018). 
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certain layers of relationship in these practices. If this is the case, one may not see meaning 
where another might. For example, where one may see relationship between lullaby and society 
through encoded patriotic content and messages of propaganda, another who is not aware or 
does not accept this level of meaning might find less of an apparent relationship with society 
through the song (Watt 2012; Emeksiz 2011). This aligns with Abdülka Emeksiz’s proposition 
that lullabies have functioned not only to soothe children into sleep and provide release for 
caregivers, but also to instil patriotic and nationalistic values in children at a young age. He 
draws from several cultural examples, focusing in on Turkish contexts (Emeksiz 2011). 
We have seen abundant evidence of all levels of this matrix of relationships in the 
context of Irish traditional lullabies, such as in ‘Hó-bha-ín’, or ‘Mo Chaora Bhán’. In both of 
these lullabies, the narrator’s relationship with the child is established through how they refer 
to them in the form of endearments and nicknames. They both also convey connection to 
occupational traits of the community through incorporation of livestock or fishing scenarios 
and equipment. ‘Hó-bha-ín’ additionally refers to relationships with other family members, as 
well as one’s beliefs through mention of the bhadhbh badhbh. Indeed, even the presence of the 
bhadhbh badhbh within its lyrics can be seen as a subversion of established social systems. 
Looking further into ‘Hó-bha-ín’, the mother’s departure from her family can be seen as an 
abandoning act of deviance, and defiance of social constructs. In speaking about the various 
interpretations of the mother’s fate, Nóirín Ní Riain accessed this point: 
But would you agree that they are there to express the dark side of the psyche of the mother? 
Which is so natural, because physically, you know, when you have a baby you are, you know, 
what is [can be] now recognised as postnatal depression, and so on. So they’re bound to come 
out in songs. And of course then, when you’re talking about the lullaby and songs expressing 
them, you’re talking about the salubrious effect that singing is on the person. So that it’s sort 
of a vicious circle that she’s singing these dark thoughts but actually that they are bringing 
her into the light herself, you know. So that’s very, very powerful! 
(Ní Riain 2018) 
Ní Riain’s mention of postnatal depression strikes quite a poignant chord. This connects 
strongly with the second theme of emotional expression. Many informants noted attributes of 
pre-, peri- and postnatal mental health in relation to lullabies, and the application and potential 
benefits of lullabies in therapeutic contexts (Ní Riain 2018;Cormican 2018; Nic Amhlaoibh 
2018; O’Donnell 2018; Bhreathnach 2018; Watt 2012; Turner 2016; Lynch 2016). Another 
example of subverting societal norms through lullabies comes from John O’Daly’s version of 
‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ (O’Daly 1876) that is taken up for analysis by Mary McLaughlin. In this 
version, part of the stolen woman’s instructions are that her husband cut out three stones from 
the side of the lios, as these are her three children. McLaughlin interprets this as the woman’s 
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children being put under an enchantment and petrified. She further suggests that this could be 
a metaphor for the children’s death (McLaughlin 2018).  
From these examples, the lullaby’s purpose and placement within these functions 
indicates relations between lullabies and the social network, society, and culture. This can 
happen not only through presenting assimilative content of belonging, bonding, and healthy 
relationships, but also by giving voice to subjects that might not be so easily expressed. 
Throughout this dissertation, we have seen that these songs can help to convey many taboo and 
unspeakable subjects: isolation, confinement, loneliness, child mortality, disability, alienation, 
abandonment, lack of attachment and more. In lighter and darker considerations, lullabies can 
be a working part of the social system. They are meaningful and resonant within the culture, 
community, and the individual through their practice, literary construction and subject matter.  
This theme can therefore begin to be seen as a fulcrum on which to centre the continued 
importance of lullaby singing. Indeed, relationships undercut discussions throughout this 
dissertation, sitting alongside the lullabies’ stories as a main concept of inquiry within this 
research. The most direct and apparent relationship seen in these songs is the singer/listener 
relationship, with the parent/child relationship most often associated with the practical function 
of lullaby singing. Lullabies can therefore be seen as a foundation for the deep, familial bonding 
established through parent/child shared experiences to flourish, as well as be challenged. 
Through lullaby lyrics, relationships are articulated in these songs through blessings 
and terms of endearment, as well as the confiding nature of more sensitive, anxiety-driven 
concepts brought into play through their lyrics. Ceara Conway brought these purposes to the 
fore, saying that “lullabies had a […] practical purpose, do you know, and a practical purpose 
to help a child get to bed.  A connecting purpose to connect both mother and child, or anybody 
and the child” (Conway 2016). Nóirín Ní Riain colourfully highlighted the importance of 
relationships in driving emotional expression, saying that “that relationship will dictate what 
the lullaby will be. So if the little fecker is annoying the hell out of you, you know, that is 
bound to be reflected in the lullaby too. And that’s okay because it is one way of expressing, 
you know, that relationship” (Ní Riain 2018). 
This connection, as well as exasperation, arises in ‘Hush, A-Lanniv’ (See Appendix 3), 
from the works of Adelaide Gosset (Gosset 1915:159). In this example, evident conflict can be 
interpreted from its twisted story, in which a mother suspects her child of being a changeling 
due to its constant crying. After following the advice of a wise woman to carry the babe across 
a river, the creature was so heavy that it fell out of her apron and into the river, laughing all the 
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way into the water and down the river. Previously noted, while such cruel methods of expelling 
changelings were perhaps seen as ‘acceptable’ from a historic and folkloric standpoint 
(Dennehy, E. 2016; Watt 2012; Warner 1998b; Crofton Croker 2008; White 1976; Sugg 2018; 
Nic Lochlainn 2017), it is important to reiterate that this was and is not acceptable behaviour 
to display towards a child. Indeed, it can be seen as opposite of the mother’s role as nurturer 
and carer. This can therefore be interpreted as another instance of accessing subversive and 
deviant topics through the lullaby, namely, expressing attitudes and behaviours of post-natal 
depression, lack of bonding or fear of responsibility (Joyce 2020; Dennehy E. 2016; Ní Riain 
2018; Cormican 2018; Nic Lochlainn 2017; Nic Amhlaoibh 2018; de l’Etoile and Leider 2011; 
Terry 2015; Baker and Mackinlay 2005a; Narváez 1991; Chang, Chen and Huang 2008).  
There is also evidence of interpersonal connection and attachment – or perhaps, 
justification for a lack of bonding, depending on interpretation – in the phrase “Then she said, 
this queer thing is not my storeen145” (Gosset 1959:159-160). Furthermore, after losing the 
suspected child to the river, the mother returned home, crying, to find her true child asleep in 
the crib. This can perhaps be interpreted as the imagining of worst-case scenarios and playing 
out of irrational fears or aggravations. We know that she is crying but we assume that the reason 
is sorrow, after losing her child. However, this is not explicitly stated as there are many reasons 
for someone to cry: out of fear, out of relief, out of happiness, out of anxiety and more.  
Finally, the parent/child connection is reinforced throughout the song with the constant 
refrain “Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv!146” (Gosset 1959:159-160). This phrase can also be 
interpreted as extreme frustration through its reinforcement of exclamatory connotations: its 
alternation between each phrase of the lullaby’s story, its being doubled in each reiteration, and 
its emotive exclamation marks – a contrary punctuation mark to the calm of a lullaby. This 
opens the mother’s narrative to some darker interpretations, and exhibits the lullaby serving as 
an outlet of expression and release for a discontented mindset. Thus, we can interpret a rich, 
multi-layered and meaningful narrative that not only exhibits strong parent/child relationships, 
but also expresses one’s feelings over a lack of attachment. 
Outside of this dyad of familial bonding, the singer/listener relationship can be applied 
to other contexts of caregiver/cared for, such as nursing including within neonatal and palliative 
care departments. It is also highlighted in the performative context of the amateur or 
professional singer giving an artistic interpretation of the lullaby. While these are significant 
 
145Storeen: Anglicisation of stóirín, meaning ‘little treasure’. 
146A-Lanniv: Anglicisation of a leanbh, meaning ‘child’ or ‘baby’. 
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and fruitful avenues of inquiry, with the potential for great impact, the focus of this research 
has revolved around the primary parent/child relationship; I am deferring other singer/listener 
relationships to future studies. 
The relations made within the song, and one’s relation to the song, are influential factors 
of one’s relationships with the other participants, and one’s relationship with oneself. Initial 
impressions, experiences, memories, and symbolism connected to social and cultural 
constructs transform these songs into vehicles of expression. They are conduits for integration 
into or exclusion from a community and can express one’s isolation and/or incorporation in the 
role of caregiver. Facets of one’s self-value and identity can also be reflected in these relations 
and relationships. We can take ‘Rocking the Cradle That Nobody Owns’ (See Appendix 3) as 
an example. Through the song’s lyrics, the old man who is singing not only conveys his non-
parental and reluctant relationship as a caregiver to the child, but we also gain a sense of the 
singer’s identity and emotional state. This song also deviates from relationships and historical 
societal norms, through the mother’s extramarital affairs, and the man’s position of having to 
care for a child that he did not father. By expressing these topics through the lullaby, the 
narrator can acknowledge and process aspects of their relationships that perhaps do not fall in 
line with societal norms in confidence. 
Moving from control to contemplation through strong expression of one’s matrices of 
relationships through lullabies, Ó Madagáin notes that “The catharsis of the creative endeavour 
brings a degree of control over the emotions so expressed” (Ó Madagáin 1985:148). Nóirin 
Lynch also discussed the cathartic and meditative experiences of lullaby singing:  
They [the child] just need soothing, do you know. And I think that maybe for an adult it is a 
way into that tenderness, that, you know, you want to do something, but you don’t know what 
to do sometimes with a baby when they’re like crying or – whereas this allows you to be gentle 
and just kind of [starts to sway]. And there’s a movement, and it’s not “what would I do?”, 
you’re rushing – your thoughts – you’re rushing your head. You’re just humming this, and 
you’re walking up and down, and that really settles you, and then that helps the child to settle, 
hopefully. But it also allows this tenderness, and this simple moment, you know, so there’s 
almost this spirituality in it because it’s just that connection, rather than “what can I do for 
you?” it’s just “I’m with you in this moment.” […] That, meditation, or there’s the old rosary 
we used to use or the beads monasteries use. The words cease to be important, but the rhythm 
of them can carry you somewhere else. 
(Lynch 2016)  
Iarla Ó Lionáird’s input also led to areas of self-reflexive contemplation. He noted that “the 
sort of energy, and pressure, and feel of the lullaby engenders a sort of a space where there’s 
lots of room to think. And I mean think, without thinking, like meditation. Free-thinking. 
Because it’s got this rhythm, this like mantra type aspect” (Ó Lionáird 2018). Both Ó Lionáird 
and Lynch’s comments bridge into crucial concepts of movement within lullabies. Emphasised 
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by several interviewees, in connection with the embodied vocalisation of singing or humming, 
movement can be considered an incredibly powerful aspect of soothing, non-verbal 
communication and unification (Lynch 2016; McLaughlin 2016, 2017; de Cléir 2018; 
Bhreathnach 2018; Casey 2017; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á 2019; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Ó 
Lionáird 2018; McElligott 2017; McGlynn 2018). This is seen through the combination of 
rocking and singing that many associate with lullabies (Watt 2012; Daiken 1959; Porter 2001; 
Warner 1998b; Brink Fox 2000; Trehub, Bull and Thorpe 1984; Trehub and Thorpe 1989, and 
in broader contexts of self-calming (McLaughlin 2016; Blum 2009). This includes settings 
such as the stabilisation of vital signs and wellbeing among groups of unified movement and/or 
singing, such as in choirs or drumming sessions (Paparo 2016; Moss, Lynch and O’Donoghue 
2018; Moss and O’Donoghue 2019; Kokal et al. 2011). 
Marina Warner’s thoughts on combatting fear through these song and story forms 
maintains that these songs work with exhaustion to give structure to everyday life. They 
highlight every possible misfortune that could impose itself on the child as a means of 
protection, drawing battle lines and chasing away unknown perils. The reinforcement of 
structure into one’s day and life through lullabies was also discussed by several of my 
interviewees (Ó Lionáird 2018; Burke 2016; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019; Nic Amhlaoibh 2018). 
We see a connection to relations and relationships through Warner’s stating that “what interests 
me, in relation to the theme of terror, are the songs’ multiple psychological and social functions 
for children and adults. […] Lullabies imply two narratives at least: the relationship of the 
singer to the child and, within the words – and to some extent in the melody as well – another 
story” (Warner 1998b:197).  
For support, she evidences several Middle English poems that present a prophetic 
dialogue between Jesus and his mother. This further parallels the narrative of the famous Irish-
language lament, ‘Caoineadh na dTrí Muire’ (Ó Lionáird 1997; Ryan 1998). Through this vein 
of thought regarding both relationships and belief, Warner addresses a deep, centralised fear 
enunciated throughout lullabies: the fear of a child’s pain and/or death. “[…] the dreams of the 
anonymous singers are simple: they imagine an end to want and toil, an increase in comforts 
[…] singing against the dark paradoxically invokes it, the gentleness of the music often running 
counter to the message of the song” (Warner 1998b:205-206). 
There has been a continuous sense of security and reassurance through a loving, 
bonding relationship with a child, as well as a calming, coping relationship with oneself in the 
relations and relationships discussed thus far. There are also the more covert aspects of 
263 
 
relationships within lullabies to acknowledge, giving voice to deep-set fears that one might not 
be able to be appropriately or adequately expressed in another way. Rather than strengthening 
parent/child relationships, the lullaby could acknowledge an anxiety or resentment around a 
lack of bonding. Lynch’s above comments not only affirm these points regarding connection 
to listener and self, and self-expression, but also tap into the theme of belief and bring us to the 
aspect of one’s relationship with society. Through this facet of relation and relationship, like a 
thread that is woven into a cloth, one can either connect into or fray away from their 
community, culture, and heritage through lullabies. This could manifest through the 
incorporation of local landscape and community, or the inclusion of folkloric and religious 
traditions, customs, and rituals. It could also show a reflection on, association with, or 
challenging of societally constructed norms, such as gender roles and class systems. 
Politicised and patriotic undertones, and thus connections into a more nationalistic 
sense of patriotism can also be utilised in this genre, as seen in the lullaby ‘Seo Leó, ‘Thiol’. 
Written by singer-poet Máire Bhuí Ní Laeire, the last verse of this lullaby conveys political 
messages in favour of Irish sovereignty from British rule (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Ní 
Shíocháin 2017). In this societal sense of relationship, traditional lullabies can be seen as 
intangible cultural artefacts that individually reflect a community identity. Conversely, the 
community in which one lives is interpreted, adhered to, or deviated from on the individual 
basis of each singer and song. With singers from specific areas serving as tradition bearers – 
such as Joe Heaney, Sorcha Ní Ghuairim or Eddie Butcher – the individual is influential in 
song transmission and singing style. Thus, the balance and relationship between individual and 
community (Turino 2008) continues to be effected in a cyclical pattern. Relationships are also 
found between song and place, or characters and societal concepts. ‘Hó-bha-ín’ and ‘Seoithín 
Seo-hó’ exemplify these points; they contain characters that are woven into societal, folkloric 
and religious concepts, and are deeply associated to Connemara through both legacy and 
tradition bearers’ dissemination. 
This relationship between the participant and surrounding society is not only important 
for the caregiver in feeling connected to or isolated from their culture and community. It is also 
contributory in developing societal and cultural awareness of the young listeners for whom 
lullabies are intended (Doja 2014; Mackinlay 1999; Emeksiz 2011;  Pettit 2014; Baker and 
Mackinlay 2005b, 2005c; Baker, Mackinlay and Westerman 2015; Daiken 1959). Irene Watt 
recognised this aspect of initial connection with cultural identity in Alan Lomax’s work on 
song style, when Lomax said “The child begins to learn the musical style of his culture as he 
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acquires the language and the emotional patterns of his people. This style is thus an important 
link between an individual and his culture, and later in life brings back to the adult unconscious 
the emotional texture of the world which formed his personality” (Lomax 1959:929, quoted in 
Watt 2012:127). Indeed, Lomax attributed many characteristics that made up the lullabies 
found in his fieldwork in Italy and Spain to the socio-cultural constructs and power dynamics 
of the people who sang them. He repeatedly connected their deep displays of sadness and 
frustration to a wife and mother’s mourning over a loss of maidenhood (Lomax 1959). The 
second half of the above quotation reiterates the recurring importance of lullabies in continuing 
to influence individuals throughout their lives. 
When these four facets of relations and relationships are considered together, the matrix 
of tight-knit and tangled connections between self, subject matter, direct participants, and 
surrounding fabric of culture and society can be seen (see figure 17 above). These connections 
continuously shift focus between the individual and the community identity through a string of 
semiotic interpretations of one’s world. One’s perception of a lullaby can be seen to swing 
hermeneutically between the song itself, the individual’s personal experiences and 
associations, and the world that surrounds them in the form of direct relationships and broader 
societal and cultural constructs. In this matrix of connections, one is able to resonate with a 
sense of belonging, as well as isolation at different levels: within one’s family unit, the 
surrounding community, and more wide-cast society. This taps into Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs and sense of belonging (Maslow 1943). It also establishes intimate bonds of familial 
love, such as what Bronfenbrenner suggests in his ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 
1979). These theories within this theme are further bolstered by the thoughts of health 
promotion officer, Alanna Beirne. In her Graduate and Professional Studies Webinar 
“Wellbeing Through a Healthy UL”, Beirne stated that “relationships are the single biggest 
indicator of wellbeing” (Beirne 2020).  
This incorporation of wellbeing and belonging through lullabies is doubly relevant to 
these discussions. Lullabies not only explore concepts of primary bonding experiences, but 
also the complexities of relationships that have been fractured or eroded, and are not working. 
Such relationships can be seen as deviant or taboo and are important to acknowledge within 
lullaby songs and practice as they can give an outlet of expression and resolution to these 
narratives. Through this lens, the foundational matrix of deep relationships and their expression 
and navigation through lullabies can be incredibly impactful and nourishing of both child and 
adult’s wellbeing, sense of security, and belonging. They can also give voice to narratives of 
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deviance and subversion, which can express the sense of isolation or exclusion one can feel 
with regard to relationships that perhaps are not thriving between self, song, listener, and 
society (Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019; Beirne 2020; Maslow 1943; Watt 2012; Edwards, Collins 
and Goto 2016; Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Nic Amhlaoibh 2016, 2018; Cormican 2018; Ní 
Ghallóglaigh 2018; Nic Lochlainn 2017; Noble and McGrath 2012; Bryce et al. 2016). 
To go further into the embedded nature of this theme, there are relationships observed 
between the four emerging themes themselves. We draw connections between relationships 
and emotional expression, as our emotions can drive and shape our relationships, and our 
relationships create emotional responses. Absence can cause a loving emotion between 
husband and wife to turn to longing or resentment. Such was the case for the seafaring husband 
in ‘Raven Locks’, or the unfaithful wife in ‘Rocking the Cradle that Nobody Owns’ (See 
Appendix 3). Adoration for a child might turn to frustration if they will not settle. Relationships 
between beliefs and descriptive traits are seen through enchantment by way of the description 
of otherworldly beings and events and through ritualistic repetition.  
Symbolism yields layered meanings that often correlate with one’s set of beliefs, thus 
revealing a deeper message. One’s beliefs connect them to or set them apart from their 
surrounding society. Subfunctions of bargaining, protection, and parables appear through 
description and repetition of customs which also reflect beliefs. An example that expresses all 
of the above is found in ‘Éiníní’, in which a list of birds can also be interpreted as affectionate 
nicknames, a lesson to not stray away from safety and security, and a protective act of 
concealment from threatening figures. These are several brief examples to highlight the 
interwoven nature of these themes and how they can be isolated but ultimately, must function 
together. Furthermore, this  emphasises the constant, undercutting importance of relationships 
within lullaby songs and practice as a theme main concept that drives the continued 
significance of Irish traditional lullabies. 
 
4.6 Review: Marina Warner, No Go The Bogeyman: Scaring, Lulling & Making Mock 
In examining these lullaby stories, interpreting meaning and deriving major themes, an 
influential piece of literature has been Marina Warner’s book, No Go the Bogeyman: Scaring, 
Lulling & Making Mock (Warner 1998b). This book is directly informative of the major themes 
discussed in this chapter as Warner engages with the powerful concept of fear, and its 
surrounding interwoven emotions that help to address, express, and process this experience. 
Part two of Warner’s book, ‘Lulling’, begins with a reflection on the lulling depicted in 
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Caravaggio’s painting, The Rest on the Flight into Egypt. “The capacity of music to soothe, 
calm and console could not be more strongly implied by the scene: the wayfarers [the Holy 
family], exhausted, stopping to rest, without shelter, with almost no supplies, no travelling 
clothes, are visited by a truly angelic being, who has alighted in bare feet that seem hardly to 
touch the ground on which Mary and the baby are slumped” (Warner 1998b:188-189). 
Warner considers characteristics, practice, layers of fear, protection, and reconciliation 
found throughout lullabies. It questions elements of bawdiness, harshness, and frustration that 
would cause certain repertoire to be excluded from more modern, morally strict collections. 
This is in line with the works of George Petrie and P.W. Joyce that exclude or amend material 
seen to be ‘rude’ or ‘unfit for publishing’ (Petrie 1855; Joyce 1873). To this selectivity of 
repertoire, Warner gives an example of an eighteenth-century British nursery rhyme that reads 
“Piss a Bed, Piss a Bed, Barley Butt – Your Bum is so heavy, You can’t get up” (Warner 
1998b:195). She notes that “The fortunes of the form […] includes much riskier examples 
(harsh and sometimes even bawdy lyrics) than the versions and selections which now circulate. 
[…] Rhymes like these [Piss a Bed] were left out of the anthologies which found modern 
nursery literature, in favour of far more innocuous and gentle berceuses, the kind set to music 
by Brahms and Chopin in the nineteenth century” (Warner 1998b:195).  
Through her recollection of terrible figures and scenarios, Warner resolves that the 
narratives of lullabies can be incredibly contradictory to their primary soothing function. 
However, she maintains that caregivers are not making literal threats but are expelling 
frustrations through song rather than action, and that infants will recognise their comforting 
voice more than their vicious words. While she notes that children within the generally 
accepted age for lullaby singing are not comprehending the evident and implicit meaning of 
words and stories, the imaginary antagonists of the songs who lurk in the dark supposedly 
understand. This serves to trap them as the mother sings of protecting the child. Such assertions 
support several perspectives that arose within textual analysis and ethnographic interviews for 
this research (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Cormican 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019; Heaney 
1981, 1982; McElligott 2017).  
Warner’s writings elucidate the lullaby’s formidable position in forming and 
maintaining not only lexical and social patterns but also cultural heritage. She claims that 
“nuances of pronunciation, mastered only by native speakers in infancy, can be used to tell 
friend from foe, sometimes in times of conflict. Though it seems hard or even perverse and 
ugly to point to such connections, lullabies form the ground in which shibboleths [customs, 
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beliefs and traditions] are sown” (Warner 1998b:235). Thus, we see themes of belief and 
relationship present as one interacts with the shibboleths of their society. 
After extrapolating mockery as the third defence against fear, Warner concludes that 
“Fears trace a map of a society’s values […] The strategies of the imagination – scaring, lulling, 
making mock – cannot wholly soothe or exorcize us; but the long and shifting history of 
inventive self-defence they reveal can help us understand the power of fantasy: its dangers as 
well as its rewards” (Warner 1998b:387). Herein, we see the significance of lullaby stories. 
Fear is enacted within lullabies to threaten and scare fractious children into compliance, as well 
as directly face and vanquish fearful subjects. This can be through depictions of the fanciful, 
diminutive, and entertaining, such as the greedy otter of ‘Éiníní’, or more sinister subjects, such 
as the fairies of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’, or the bhadhbh badhbh of ‘Hó-bha-ín’. These fears of the 
night can be dealt with through lulling and soothing by defeating them head-on with scaring, 
as well as making them small with mockery. 
By considering how we engage with fear, Warner’s book interacts heavily with the 
themes that have been the focus of this chapter. It has been helpful throughout this research in 
opening inquiry up to further consider the darker and deviant aspects of lullabies. Many of the 
characteristics and subfunctions discussed in this chapter, including protection, enchantment, 
and linguistic features appear in Warner’s writing. How we combat fear through scaring, 
lulling, and mockery are inherently connected to emotional expression. Warner’s eloquent 
exploration through a myriad of examples shows that expression and processing of emotion 
often appears through the conjuring of various forms and figures of belief. Finally, through the 
mechanisms of scaring, lulling, and mockery, we are better able to understand the often 
daunting complexes of relationships surrounding us: our direct connection with loved ones, our 
relationships with ourselves, and our relationships with our community, culture, and society. 
 
4.7 Reflections 
Marina Warner’s writing brings us back to the crux of this chapter. The four major themes have 
been detailed to reflect their presence within Irish traditional lullabies, the broader lullaby 
genre, previous scholarship and ethnographic inquiry. Characteristics and subfunctions were 
elaborated to highlight prominent recurring structural properties of these songs. Emotional 
expression was considered to display some of the most potent aspects of these songs: being 
their potential to access some of our most visceral feelings of love and anxiety in the safety of 
this intimate form and setting. Discussions then moved to evidence of belief within Irish 
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traditional lullabies. It is through such symbolism of these many-faced characters, rituals, and 
customs that one’s emotional expression is often revealed. Finally, we considered the relations 
and relationships that motivate lullabies, and the importance of this theme in connecting and 
separating one to the self, one’s family and one’s surroundings of community and culture. 
Discussions for each of these themes have been framed by Alan Merriam’s ten 
functions of musical practice. This has served to affirm the practice of Irish traditional lullabies 
as musically and socially salient in their own right as well as within the broader fabric of music 
and society in the Irish context. Each of Merriam’s ten functions take hold when considering 
Irish traditional lullaby singing in a global, wide-angle lens. However, while many functions 
saw applicability to each major theme of this chapter, only four functions found connection 
with all four major themes: “Emotional Expression”, “Communication”, “Symbolic 
Representation”, and “Enforcement of Conformity to social norms” (Merriam 1964).‘ 
Through this process of overlaying one frame of focus upon the other so as to support, 
as well as challenge this research, what can be seen is a resounding applicability between them. 
Interestingly, when set parallel to each other, a gradient of focus can be seen in both. By 
focusing firstly on characteristics and subfunctions, then moving through emotional 
experience, evidence of belief, and relations and relationships, there is movement from the 
inward and individual perception, to more outward and societal influencing factors. This relates 
to Carl Jung’s collective unconscious and interplay between the individual and communal 
identity (Jung 1978). This parallel movement between frameworks can be seen below: 
Four Main Themes 
 
1. Characteristic traits and 
subfunctions 
2. Emotional Expression 
3. Evidence of Belief 
4. Relations and Relationships 
Merriam’s Functions 
 
1. Emotional expression 
2. Aesthetic enjoyment 
3. Entertainment 
4. Communication 
5. Symbolic representation 
6. Physical response 
7. Enforcement of conformity to social norms 
8. Validation of social institutions and religious 
rituals 
9. Contribution to the continuity and stability of 
culture 
10. Contribution to the integration of society 
(Merriam 1964:219-27) 
 
Figure 19 Gradient from individual to communal identity: comparison between the four themes and Merriam's functions 
Indeed, this can further be observed within the recurring functions mentioned above, and even 





1. Emotional Expression 
4. Communication 
5. Symbolic Representation 




“What are the relationships reflected in the 
stories of Irish traditional lullabies and how 
do these relationships shed light on the 




Figure 20 Gradient from individual to communal identity: comparison between recurring functions from Merriam's framework 
and research question 
Themes such as characteristics or emotional expression, and functions such as “Aesthetic 
Enjoyment” or “Communication” tap into individual identity and experience. Latter themes 
such as evidence of belief or relations and relationships, and functions such as “Symbolic 
Representation” or “Validate social institutions and religious rituals” focus more on collective 
identity and perspective. Furthermore, the first and second themes connect to the first main 
concept of this research – story. The stories of these songs are built by characteristic traits and 
functions and are motivated by forms of emotional expression. The third and fourth themes 
discussed constitute the second main concept of this research, being the important relationships 
that are reflected through the stories of Irish traditional lullabies.  
This connection between main concepts and observed themes informs the main 
research question of this study. The analysis of four representational Irish traditional lullabies 
has yielded insights into overarching themes of story and relationship. Through the 
investigation of these themes, the significance of relationship is reflected on various levels to 
inform the continued importance of traditional lullaby singing and practice in Ireland. There is 
a continuous relevance, resilience, and endurance about these songs that resonates with 
participants, engages with their own experiences – both innocuous, and more threatening – and 
taps into individual, familial, and community belonging and/or isolation. Clear points of 
connection that have been seen throughout the entirety of this research include: the affective 
potential and emotional capacity of the stories of these songs; the matrix of complex 
relationships that revolve around the parent/child dyad; the need to calm, protect, defend, and 
create a secure and comforting sense of ‘home’; and the converse need to express frustration, 
anxiety, and diversion from these aspects. These points of connection arise out of the 
relationships reflected in the lullaby stories and deeply inform the continued endurance and 
importance of this genre and its practice. 
Moving forward into the concluding chapter of this dissertation, we will continue to 
slowly back away from the subject of Irish traditional lullabies to summarise and reflect upon 
what this study has covered. In the previous chapter, we were immersed in their lyrics and 
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stories to view them up-close and in detail. This chapter has interpreted and categorised lullaby 
story content into informative groupings to show that Irish traditional lullaby song and singing 
seems to revolve around an indispensable and highly interwoven set of relationships. The next 
and final chapter will distil the relationships found in lullaby stories, to position lullaby songs 
and singing as a lasting and significant tradition in the Irish context, and further afield. It will 
open the floor to further outlets of research that have been touched on in this dissertation, but 
could not be deeply considered given this particular study’s reach and focus These areas of 
future research can have great benefit and impact on adjacent fields of scholarship to this study, 







Lullabies provide a space for creatures, characters, and stories of the imagination to thrive on 
the brink of sleep. They amplify emotions, divert attention and soothe the senses as we engage 
and come to terms with aspects of our realities, beliefs, and identities. They are a battle cry of 
one’s love for family and community, a plea for safety against dangers and fears, a drawing of 
protective barriers, a voice for taboo topics, and an outlet for one’s frustrations with parenting, 
life, or the world. The singing caregiver engages with internal and external demons and the 
possible threats of the future in a non-threatening way by returning to outlooks of innocence 
and fancy from childhood. Death is turned into bogeymen, intruders are turned into fairies, 
illness is turned into a liminal and otherworldly journey, endless crying is baited with lavish 
food and riches, and frustrations are passed off with humour and levity. This is a cyclical 
endeavour. Often, the lullaby is child-directed and transmits these features of belief, folklore, 
and emotion through the intimate and often familial relationship of caregiver and child. 
Irish traditional lullabies have been a confidential source of pacification, sedation, 
bonding that have helped to express belief, thoughts, and emotion for centuries. Sparingly 
referenced in early and ancient writing of the British Isles, they began to take hold in written 
record in the early eighteenth century (Watt 2012; Daiken 1959). They have been evidenced in 
Anglo-Irish writing back to the mid-fourteenth century through The Kildare Poems (Lucas 
1995; CELT 2020; Fairchild Brown 1924; Watt 2012; Dolan 2002), and form one of the Three 
Noble Strains of music in Irish mythology (Vallely 1999; McLaughlin 2018; Breatnach 2002; 
Gregory 2015). Rooted in literature, mythology, and ideological ritual and custom, this form 
of song is deeply embedded in the affective nature of Irish traditional music and song. It deeply 
engages with complex life concepts through innocent, childlike means. 
 There is a sparse account of lullabies in comprehensive collections of Irish traditional 
music and song. As in many cultural contexts, traditional lullabies have been largely 
overlooked, unaccounted for, diminished, marginalised, and trivialised (Watt 2012; Warner 
1998b; Daiken 1959; Lomax Hawes 1974; Ó Madagáin 1985). The reasons for this within the 
Irish context have been elaborated to explore nineteenth-century perspectives of gender, space, 
and belief. This provided some accountability for their absence in substantial collections.  
Lullabies, while fondly remembered by collectors, were strongly associated with 
women, children, the nursery and play (Daiken 1959; Warner 1998b). Therefore, they likely 
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did not arise in efforts of song collection in which the setting was often public and during the 
day. The collectors and informants were often men, and their focuses were drawn more strongly 
toward amhráin mhóra (Cormican 2018; Ó Laoire 2000b; Vallely 1999), love songs, as well 
as heroic and politically charged ballads. Not only were collectors usually not seeking out 
lullabies, but informants did not directly consider lullabies when asked for songs (Joyce 1856). 
Furthermore, with their sometimes unsavoury or ‘pagan’ content (Petrie 1855; Warner 1998b) 
conflicting with a morally prudent and religiously devout Victorian era of antiquarianism, 
many lyrics of songs – including lullabies – were altered, and many more were unaccounted 
for (Joyce 1873; Shields 1993; Warner 1998b; McLaughlin 2018). 
 This left the lullaby largely at the hands of the much more flexible oral tradition. In 
this, the content and practice of lullaby singing continued to develop with individual iterations 
and interpretations (Toelken 1995; Ní Ghuairim and Uí Ógáin 2002). Some repertoire 
evaporated out of memory, while others emerged through composition, collaboration, addition, 
assimilation of non-lullaby songs, extempore singing, and the combining of fragments. The 
mention of change calls into question the focus of this research. At the outset, its focus resided 
more on how lullaby songs and practice have changed over time. It aimed to question if 
traditional lullabies are still regarded in the same way today as they were in previous 
generations, and if lullaby singing might be a declining practice for the twenty-first-century 
Irish caregiver. While valid inquiries, in following these questions, a defined shift in focus 
occurred from the changing, malleable, and possibility of decline, to the enduring, resilient, 
and consistent. This was a continuous point of connection in interviews, such as with Elaine 
Cormican, who said that “Some mothers mightn’t be singers, or mightn’t feel they’re singers. 
[As the mother] “I mightn’t sing that much.” But, you know, that might have been a way then 
to – for some people – to release, you know, their anguish, or whatever. It’s still relevant today. 
Definitely, isn’t it? Very relevant, yea” (Cormican 2018). 
From the mythical Gráinne to the caregivers and singers of contemporary Ireland, the 
lullaby has borne witness to significant, subtle, and endless changes in culture and society. It 
is evident that with technological, and medical advancement, and globalisation, we continue to 
find new and innovative ways to lull that sometimes distance us from the embodied and 
intimate act of singing, such as sleep technologies, musical toys and nursery furnishings. 
Again, such themes were strongly referenced in interviews, such as with Tim Dennehy who 
deemed such aspects of modern living as “clutter” (Dennehy, T. 2016), and noted that we have 
much more of this sonic and social distraction now, compared to previous generations. While 
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belief, content, and medium of delivery evolve over time, what became more impactful and 
relevant to my findings was to reflect on the endurance and resilience of these songs through 
change, and clutter. It began to focus more on their continued and timeless relevance, 
importance, and benefits for parenting, culture, and society in Ireland today.  
In this shift from considering changes to considering continuation, the following focus 
questions emerged: ‘What relationships are reflected in Irish traditional lullaby stories?’, and 
‘How these relationships shed light on the continued importance of lullaby singing in Ireland?’ 
To fully engage with these questions, major themes that were grounded by comparison to Alan 
Merriam’s musical functions (Merriam 1964; Ó Madagáin 1985) were drawn out of textual 
analysis and ethnographic inquiry. The aim of this study has therefore been to spur thought and 
recognition surrounding the space of expression and connection that lullabies create. In doing 
so, it has opened the door to further research and interaction with these incredibly 
underestimated forms of bonding, narration, expression, and singing. These questions will 
therefore be directly addressed in subsequent sections. They will present what this dissertation 
has managed to say, as well as what it has managed to open for future research. 
 
5.1 What are the relationships reflected in the stories of Irish traditional lullabies? 
Relationships have not only served as a main concept for this study but has also emerged as an 
important theme throughout analysis and investigation of the lullabies themselves, the practices 
surrounding them. The importance of this concept was reinforced by Merriam’s framework, 
which was incorporated into the four major themes found throughout this research. This 
comparison exhibited the centrality of relationship within a musical practice as an artistic 
interaction within social parameters. It shows the lullaby’s capacity to amplify relationships in 
its foundational and powerful functions of safe expression and bonding through its stories and 
embodiment. This prevalence of relationship as an emergent theme as well as an angle of focus 
augments its prominence in upholding the genre as a valid and beneficial form of intimate 
pacification, personal expression, integration or exclusion from one’s surroundings, and as an 
artistic practice. Highlighting relationship here further grounds the lullaby’s place within the 
Irish oral tradition and drives the genre forward as a continuous, enduring, and relevant form 
of self-expression, caregiving, and cultural heritage. 
 Foundational relationships are revealed through the innocent and sinister plotlines, 
customs, descriptions, and characters presented in their stories and associated folklore and 
beliefs. Understanding of the depth and complexities of relationships within traditional 
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lullabies can be gained by considering the beliefs surrounding lullaby singing, the identity of 
the lullaby singer, and the dichotomy of text versus context (Watt 2012). These can strengthen 
as well as challenge presented relations and relationships.  But how can these relationships be 
described, and what makes them important? In the previous chapter, relations and relationships 
were depicted as a matrix of four interactive facets. These were relations between and to aspects 
of: the song itself; the intimate relationship between singer and listener; the reflexive 
relationship one negotiates with oneself; and finally, one’s relationship with their surroundings, 
such as one’s landscape, community, culture, and society. 
 Relations and relationships can therefore be a springboard for discussion of salient 
relationships as a main concept, reflected through the stories of Irish traditional lullabies. While 
perceptions and content may change throughout time, these relationships can see a timeless 
relevance and applicability to singer and context. For example, in previous generations, the 
perception and practice of lullabies interacted with belief systems directly. Gráinne’s lullaby 
for Diarmuid is an example from Irish mythology of one of the Noble Strains of music, an 
suantraí, at work (Gregory 2015; Gramore 2006a) (See Appendix 3). Gráinne’s voicing the 
lullaby quite literally was an enchantment that kept Diarmuid asleep and safe until its finish.  
Breandán Ó Madagáin posed the question of lullabies’ deep origins as fragments of 
protective charm or prayer. He cited the deliberately repetitive nature of the text and melody, 
incantatory potential of their nonsense vocables, and other ritualistic components that surround 
and are incorporated into the lullaby (Ó Madagáin 1989). Folkloric belief in fairy interference 
was, and continues to be, strongly expressed and counteracted through the ritualised singing of 
lullabies and the practice of other protective rituals. However, in comparison, today’s popular 
perceptions surrounding practical and performative contexts of lullaby singing can find the 
blessings, charms, and warnings at work against intruders to lay more dormant than previous 
iterations. Today, these songs seem to be more often used for their practical pacification and 
bonding purposes, and perhaps less for their direct interaction with folkloric and religious 
systems or supernatural entities. 
 Whether or not one is consciously enacting century-old magico-religious belief through 
these songs, their physiological and psychological soothing functions for both child and adult 
consistently see applicability. Their content can continue to find relevance and resonance by 
serving as an imaginative and calming escape, or projection for deep thought and emotion to 
be processed. Kathleen Turner acknowledged this point when reflecting on her participation in 
the Limerick lullaby project (Carolan et al. 2012). After noting that one participant used one of 
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the songs learned in the workshop to calm herself and her husband during early labour, Turner 
noted that “It could be of use to both the mum and the baby, and you know, and the partner as 
well. We didn’t anticipate that. You never know where singing is going to benefit you. 
Sometimes it can be difficult to articulate” (Turner 2016). Turner’s perspective was echoed 
throughout many interviews, with informants noting the significant soothing effect of lullabies 
for the caregivers, as well as the child (Cormican 2018; Casey 2017; Dunne and Dunne 2017; 
O’Donnell 2018; Burke 2016; Dennehy 2016; McLaughlin 2016, 2017; McGlynn 2018; Nic 
Amhlaoibh 2016, 2018; de Cléir 2018; Ó Lionáird 2018; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019). 
While some aspects of content and belief found in and around the lyrics of these songs 
may not be perceived in the same way as they were by previous generations, one can appreciate 
and connect with them in differing and timeless ways. Lullabies therefore continue to create a 
sense of calm throughout time. They cause one to look inward, contemplating one’s 
relationships with the self and in the song, as well as looking outward, contemplating their 
relationships with direct listeners and broader society. This idea recurred throughout this 
research, through ethnographic perspectives, and being evidenced in the songs themselves. 
While most informants found great resonance and accordance with the presented 
interpretations of lullaby lyrics, some saw little depth in traditional lullabies and found the 
genre to be notable, but relatively trivial. Such a range of perceptions further taps into Barre 
Toelken’s thought on the multiplicity and variance of meaning within folksong (Toelken 1995). 
For example, I have interpreted the fairies and angels of ‘Seoithín Seo-hó’ as looming 
and abducting intruders. This can further symbolise a projection of one’s fear of the unknown 
and inevitable. That being said, some informants interpreted these figures merely as 
imaginative, enchanting, and little more than a point of fascination for a child’s imagination. 
This research has embraced these interpretations of lullabies as innocent and simple things of 
frivolity with validity. However, it has also gone further to question Irish traditional lullaby 
story content in order to propose deeper grounding through complex layers of meaning. 
Therefore, if the question ‘What are the relationships reflected through Irish traditional 
lullaby stories?’ is presented, we can look to these layered interpretations of meaning. This 
accesses aspects of relationships that cause these songs to become incredibly powerful 
vehicles, facilitators, vessels, artefacts, and artistic pieces. This is due to their holding notable 
elements of culture, tradition, language, emotion, societal and personal narrative and discourse, 
identity, and belief. There are relations between melody, words, and emotion, such as the rise 
in register often found in refrains mimicking the child’s cries, or the frequent descending 
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motion that imitates one’s weeping and also attempts to calm the distress of the child (Ní Riain 
2016, 2018; Welch 2005). ‘Bog Braon’ stands as an excellent example of these features. 
Relations between characters and belief or setting and society are present in examples such as 
‘Hó-bha-ín’. This is through its inclusion of Connemara life and work on the sea and the land 
which reflects location and status, or its inclusion of subversive content through banishment of 
the fearful bhadhbh badhbh, conveying belief in the supernatural and Fairy Faith.  
There is a strong reflection on the singing caregiver in these songs as they are often 
presented as first-person, lyrical, direct, and sometimes extempore in construction. Moving 
from the most immediate and inward to the most outstretched and external, one’s relationship 
with themselves becomes apparent as they bear both secure and insecure emotions about 
themselves, their position, and their surroundings. See Figure 21: 
 
Figure 21 Relationships from most inward to most outward 
In ‘Rocking the Cradle that Nobody Owns’, for example (See Appendix 3), the singer reflects 
with disgruntlement on his position as a cuckolded husband and the chore of lulling a child that 
he did not father. He is faced with failure to keep a faithful marriage, resentment over his wife’s 
affairs, and warns the child of similar fates in his future. Thus, we see the old man’s downcast 
relationship with himself, reluctant relationship with the child, and rotting relationship with his 
wife. These areas of self-reflection and description of one’s community come through clearly 
and confidingly in conversational content with the child in these lullaby stories.  
This is present in ‘Éiníní’ as, while there is not overtly affectionate content, the singer 
is commanding the birds to go to sleep in a ritualistically repetitive manner. The symbolism of 
the birds listed can reflect the personalities of the children, which could imply a sense of 
connectivity and affection. Their portrayal as birds and the construction of the lullaby as a 
whole can be interpreted as one of concealment and protection. Therefore, while seemingly 









lulled, as well as very fearful, cautionary, and armoured relationships with the possible 
assailants that lurk in the dark. As noted previously, ‘A Bhean úd Thíos’ can be interpreted 
through a supernatural and fantastical story of abduction, conspiracy, and escape as an 
expression of one’s fears, as well as frustrations. This can be seen to be spurred by the thought 
of confinement and isolation inherent in this woman’s role of motherhood, in a more historic 
Irish context (McLaughlin 2018; Lomax 1959). 
 Drawing from the matrix of relationships perceived in the previous chapter, we begin 
to understand the underlying and foundational value reflected through the stories of Irish 
traditional lullabies. This dissertation has brought focus to the caregiver’s perspective and the 
various relationships that are centric to this point of view. We can see a latticework of further 
relationships branch out to include perspectives of the recipient, as well as the societal view 
regarding lullabies and their practice. This spirals around relationships further, creating an 
unending chain of relationships and perspectives regarding lullaby singing. 
 
 
Figure 22 Latticing matrices of relationships based on perspective 
Standing independently, as well as deeply embedded within one another, the relationships that 
have emerged through this research serve to highlight the continued and vital importance of 
traditional lullabies and their practice in Ireland. They grow from self to society through a 
network of connections. Furthermore, they reflect a resolve and hope for security, acceptance, 
happiness, and belonging through an expression of content that either conforms to or 
emphasises an isolation from these points. This reflects Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow 
1943) as well as Áine Ní Shúilleabháin’s thoughts on security as a fundamental human right: 
After physiological needs are met, the next is a sense of security and feeling safe. And that 
sense of security and feeling safe is a basic human right. And that’s what’s established during 
the early years of the child’s life when you sing lullabies to them. And it’s a vital part of their 
development. And, you know, it gives foundation of all the social needs like love and a sense 
of belonging that are developing as we sing to an infant. […] I think music speaks louder than 
words. I do think that, and I do think it’s a wonder-way of conveying, you know, love and 
security and safety to children. Like, as I said before, it’s a basic human right to feel safe and 
secure. 
(Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019) 
Through these songs one processes their feelings, fulfilling or in search of a sense of self-













influenced, strengthened, and/or shown to be deteriorating. Furthermore, one can find a sense 
of isolation or belonging within their relationship with their surrounding society through these 
songs. This engages with direct needs that are fulfilled, or highlighted as being left wanting 
through the lullaby. Thus, we can turn to the second half of the research question: how 
relationships reflected through lullaby stories shed light on the continued importance of lullaby 
singing in Ireland. 
 
5.2 How do relationships inform the continued importance of lullaby singing in Ireland? 
By considering the matrices of relationships that have arisen through Irish traditional lullabies 
and the major themes found in this study, a search for security and belonging, and 
acknowledgment of fear and isolation emerges through a set of needs. This positions the 
traditional lullaby as a substantial and continuously applicable mechanism of tradition and 
caregiving, not only within the Irish context, but also in the broader concept of lullaby singing. 
This has been exhibited throughout this dissertation through several cross-cultural examples of 
lullaby songs and practices. Such sets of needs are positioned at the foundational base of 
Maslow’s hierarchy (Maslow 1943). This hierarchy moves from basic physiological needs of 
safety through to social needs for relationships, which then lead to reflexive needs of self-
esteem and self-actualisation. Through lullabies, one’s need for security and belonging can 
come forth prominently and be expressed in confidence as one negotiates their various 
relationships within these songs. 
Drawing from Maslow’s hierarchy, several needs must be met to achieve this sense of 
belonging within the self, direct relationships and society. These include: a need for security 
and safety of one’s environment; connectivity within an intimate and healthy support network; 
communication through the continuation of language; imagination and culture; and a sense of 
unconditional love. These needs, whether fulfilled or sought after, were reiterated very strongly 
throughout ethnographic interviews for this research. The term ‘comfort’ was frequently used 
when referring to the atmosphere that the lullaby creates not only for the child but also for the 
singer (Dunne and Dunne 2017; McElligott 2017; Dennehy, T. 2016; Nic Amhlaoibh 2016, 
2018; Turner 2016; Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Lynch 2016; Bhreathnach 2018; Casey 2017; Ní 
Shúilleabháin, Á 2019). I therefore propose that through lullabies, caregivers can acknowledge 
needs that have or have not been fulfilled. They can work to fulfil these needs and/or express 
their thoughts and emotions regarding unfulfilled needs through the self-reflexive processing 
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seen in the practice of lullaby singing. Through these songs, the caregiver can also bring notice 
to sacrifices of needs made for the child and the development of their own set of needs. 
Therefore, by acknowledging fulfilled and unfulfilled needs, the relationships reflected 
in Irish traditional lullaby stories can be considered continuously important in facilitating one’s  
motion toward self-acceptance, strengthening bonds that create an immediate and intimate 
network and community, and continuing a societal ethos of cultural heritage. This is due to the 
belonging and comfort that lullabies kindle, and the recognition of isolation and fractured 
relationships to which lullabies give voice. Reflecting on impactful shared experience, Mairéad 
O’Donnell noted that lullabies are “very significant there in terms of creating a special bond. 
Using a favourite song or lullaby as part of a sleep ritual or time of quiet/rest adds an extra 
dimension with regard to connecting with the child” (O’Donnell 2018). 
Through these songs and shared experiences, deep and unconditional love is reaffirmed, 
fears and anxieties are confronted, and frustration and resentment are channelled through the 
lullaby. One might also use the lullaby as a space to acknowledge and process one’s 
dissimilation with these relationship structures. If one is not in a state of comfort and belonging, 
the lullaby can be there to voice grievances, find some sort of acceptance, and aid in coping 
with daily struggles and daunting life dilemmas. If one’s child is not in this state of comfort, 
one may make great allowances in order to guarantee it for them. Through providing a platform 
for the child to find security, comfort, connectivity, belonging, and love, one can gain a sense 
of satisfaction. This can further one’s own sense of belonging and comfort. 
I therefore submit that Irish traditional lullabies maintain continued relevance in today’s 
society because they engage with societal, community, and individual values of tradition, 
culture, and heritage. They reflect a sense of place through timeless content and one’s 
relationship with that content. This can include references to celestial bodies; the weather; 
familiar animals and plants; established cultural trends and customs; night-time and one’s 
bedtime routine; and family structures to include parents, children, siblings, grandparents, and 
more (Toelken 1995; Casey 2017; Shields 1993; McElligott 2017; Turner 1996; Watt 2012; 
Pettit 2014; Daiken 1959). They are often passed down orally through generations of 
caregivers, thus strengthening one’s sense of family and heritage. They help to maintain and 
continue language and musical practices as their words and melodies are often accessible to 
early learners. In the Irish-language context, this is noteworthy given the continued effort to 
promote and revitalise the everyday use of Irish (Government of Ireland 2010). It is therefore 
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interesting to consider that while Ireland’s majority does not speak Irish regularly, Irish-
language lullabies were recognised more frequently than their English-language counterparts.  
With 39.8% of Irish residents reporting to speak Irish fluently, according to the 2016 
Irish census (Central Statistics Office 2016), and sixteen out of twenty-six informants for this 
research – to the best of my knowledge – being Irish-speakers, there seems to be a continued 
interest in the Irish language, and cultural outputs through Irish. This could further strengthen 
the cultural significance of these songs, as well as developmental significance of these songs, 
in terms of language acquisition. Bearing in mind that lullabies are most often sung to children 
during the crucial window of learning and development at the beginning of life, their continued 
practice is a significant tool for the development of language skills and vocabulary acquisition. 
Furthermore, traditional lullabies tap into aspects of magico-religious belief through the 
interaction of pre-Christian – such as Celtic paganism and Fairy Faith – Christian, and folkloric 
content. This engages with one’s relationship with a society’s ideological values, and one’s 
deeply personal relationship with belief and faith. This is something which can be furthered to 
emphasise one’s relationship with oneself. 
These songs are direct outlets for expression of confidential thoughts, feelings, and 
emotions – a musical diary, shared in the safe and intimate environment created by parent and 
child; caregiver and cared for; singer and listener. They can declare their love, admit to fears, 
and healthily express conflicting frustrations and a lack of attachment without acting upon 
these emotions. In this sense, lullabies serve as effective and vital pressure valves to help 
release a caregiver’s intense emotions. One can articulate these feelings through song rather 
than jumping into action. Unconditional love for their child can be sung rather than spiralling 
into compulsive behaviours. Fears of the worst-case scenario or the inevitable, such as fears of 
loss, pain, separation or abandonment, can be voiced by projecting the unthinkable and 
terrifying onto enchanting, fearful, and laughable characters and plotlines.  
One can sing of one’s frustrations, relieving internal conflict through diminution or 
passive-aggressive narratives rather than acting upon irrational, neglectful or aggressive 
impulses. Darker thoughts and feelings that carry stigmas can be placed on an imaginary 
character’s plate for blame. Examples of lullabies that evidence all of these scenarios have been 
explored throughout this dissertation. While some traditional lullaby content may not be as 
immediately applicable in contemporary society, one can imagine and embrace the content of 
these songs as a projection of story (Turner 1996). One can therefore appreciate their use as 
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cathartic and self-reflexive pressure valves that can continue to be vital in giving a safe space 
for caregivers to relieve some of these feelings through song rather than action.  
Finally, the relationships found in Irish traditional lullabies evidence the need for or 
rejection of deep familial bonding between parent and child. This can not only initiate the 
creation of a sense of belonging and comfort, at the immediate level, but is also vital in 
developmental progression (Creighton et al. 2013; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019; Edwards 2011; 
Fancourt and Perkins 2018; Haslbeck 2012). Similar to their use as emotional outlets, the 
historically and traditionally anchored content can be seen as secondary and supplemental to 
the act of bonding so often depicted through lullabies and their practice. What I suggest to be 
continuously affirmed through traditional lullabies, therefore, is the shared experience of 
primary bonding relationships through the enactment and embodiment of lullaby singing. To 
address lullabies that explore darker aspects of these primary relationships, the caregiver/child 
dyad can still be seen through the ambivalence that is regularly depicted through lullaby lyrics. 
Perhaps this relationship is being challenged and frustration or anger is being expressed; 
however, one’s negotiation of this role continues to deeply interact with one’s matrix of 
relationships as they manoeuvre their way to some sense of fulfilment through the lullaby. I 
further assert that any song used for lulling, new or old, can lovingly or ambivalently serve to 
strengthen these primary relationships through the shared bonding within the musical practice. 
Lullaby repertoire interacts deeply through its primary function with strengthening 
familial bonds. Lullabies also use their confiding and intimate platform to voice dysfunction 
within these relationships: lack of attachment, anger or frustration, fear of loss, isolation or 
confinement, and more. This strengthening of bonds, and recognition of a lack of bonds can 
help to create shared experiences and a comforting, open space of belonging, security, and 
confidence. Furthermore, traditional lullaby repertoire bears a depth that contains generations 
of reflections on a caregiver’s emotional reflexivity, interactions with belief systems, and 
familial and societal relationships. Irish traditional lullabies, therefore, are not only 
continuously relevant and important to singers and caregivers who practice their embodiment 
today, but they are also a concentration of centuries of history, tradition, collaboration, family, 
heritage, and culture.  
As the focus lullabies and folkloric content examined throughout this study have been 
drawn from Irish-language repertoire. While no linguistic parameters were set for this research, 
the majority of English-language lullaby repertoire that was found in written sources, or 
mentioned in interviews – which was dwarfed by the amount of Irish-language lullabies 
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collected – seemed to more often be songs from outside the Irish tradition. Examples such as 
‘Vespers’ (Milne 1924; Lynn 1948), ‘I See the Moon’147 (The Mariners 1954), and even the 
Irish American ‘Too-ra-loo-ra-loo-ral (That’s An Irish Lullaby)’ (Royce Shannon 1913; 
Crosby 1944) were all noted ethnographically (Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018; McElligott 2017; 
Howley 2017; Thompson 2017). However, these pieces seem to have been popularised by 
various recording artists over the twentieth century, and incorporated into lulling routines 
through extended periods of popular consumption (Ní Ghallóglaigh 2018). 
Furthermore, while, as noted above, the majority of people in Ireland today do not speak 
Irish fluently (Government of Ireland 2010), the four songs that were reiterated by written and 
ethnographic sources as representational of Irish traditional lullabies were in the Irish language. 
This emphasises the cultural significance of these songs, in that they tap into aspects of deep-
rooted Irish folklore, tradition, and heritage, despite the fact that English is the primary 
language spoken in Ireland. Reflected in many interviews, one’s understanding and 
interpretation of the language that makes up a story and song can have great effect one the 
layers and depth of meaning accessed. This adds a complexity to the reception and use of Irish-
language, traditional lullabies today.  
When asked about aspects of language regarding these lullabies, some informants felt 
that the prominence and vitality of English-language or Irish-language lullaby singing might 
have something to do with one’s location, rural/urban demographic, and one’s connection into 
Irish culture through one’s surrounding community (Bhreathnach 2018; Cormican 2018; Casey 
2017). Others felt that it was less about locality, and more about accessibility to and 
encouragement of lulling and Irish-language resources and practices (Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 
2019; Ní Uallacháin 2017; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018). This, therefore, calls for the recognition 
and emphasis of lullabies as mature, complex, and artistic pieces of Irish culture and language, 
traditional music and song, as well as their intricate, important, and timeless placement as 
soothing agents for the fatigued, fractious, distressed, and discouraged. 
From these reflections, I propose that Irish traditional lullabies engage with significant 
aspects of Irish culture and heritage (relationship with society), and are musically, poetically, 
and emotionally complex (relations within the song). They provide a space for one to express 
and come to terms with intense emotions, unknowns, conflicts, and inevitable aspects of life 
(relationship with self). They are timelessly vital in reaffirming bonding processes, as well as 
 
147It should be noted that there is a version of this song, recorded as a nursery rhyme, from 1784 England (Opie 
and Opie 1997). 
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voicing a lack of bonding, of primary and foundational relationships (relationship with the 
direct listener). This is why Irish traditional lullabies are continuously important in society, and 
how relationships within lullabies reflect this importance. Such significance overflows into 
other contexts of lullaby singing, and reinforces how beneficial this is for physiological, 
psychological, linguistic, educational, cognitive, and developmental processing. Maintaining 
and promoting these songs helps to fortify their grounding as complex pieces of music, literary 
thought, and bonding, rather than charming but frivolous ditties or doggerel, as they have been 
conveyed in the past. 
 
5.3 Themes noted but not emphasised 
I have found the topic of Irish traditional lullabies to have great depth, as well as great breadth. 
The genre is nestled between that of Irish traditional music and the more general conception of 
children’s music, as in music made for children. This dissertation has focused on the 
interpretation of Irish traditional lullabies in order to position the genre as a significant form of 
song, pacification, and literary expression that has been drastically overlooked in the past. 
While this study has had the opportunity to recognise an abundance of interconnected themes 
and outlets of research, it has attempted to maintain a strict line of vision toward the literary 
analysis of several Irish traditional lullaby narratives to contemplate aspects of relationship. 
 As with acknowledging the perpetual continuation of varied interpretations of lullaby 
stories, and recognising that the amount of richness yielded from my ethnographic interviews 
could not possibly be fully represented within the parameters of this study, several themes 
sprouted throughout this dissertation but did not have the space to take root. One of these 
themes was the musical dimension of these songs. While Irish traditional lullabies are musical 
entities, and musicological analysis did arise periodically, it was not an emphasised facet of 
this research. Rather, this dissertation strictly focused on the lyrics of Irish traditional lullaby 
songs. It did not consider in great detail the lullaby airs and instrumental lullabies, such as its 
connection with harp music, harpers, and the Celtic bard.  
Harping by the court bard was a deep-set tradition of ancient Gaelic societies, which 
included lullabies. One of the bard’s musical tasks was to perform lullabies for the chiefs and 
their court members, and to compose songs to commemorate the birth of a chieftain’s heir that 
included evidence of lineage and family history (Watt 2012). As noted previously, this has 
cross-cultural resonance in Thailand in terms of playing lullabies in the more formal settings 
of royal ceremonies, on the saw sam sai (three-stringed fiddle) (Kawphachone 2019). While 
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placing the tradition further into history, this facet pulls the focus of this study away from 
stories and relationships and more in the direction of instrumental airs, the very formal context 
of courtly music traditions, and the Bardic tradition. 
 Branching from musicality into context, the question of musical construction and 
aesthetics of recorded media arose at points throughout this research, but ultimately took away 
from the trajectory of the focused research question. For example, the sound and reception of 
‘Hó-bha-ín’ when sung by the New Age group 2002 (2002 2016), the historical tradition bearer 
Sorcha Ní Ghuairim (Ní Ghuairim 1957), and the contemporary singer Nóirín Ní Riain (Ní 
Riain 1996) is quite distinct. Through these interpretations, one can see the same song in 
multiple ways, much as how their stories are interpreted individually: as an enchanting and 
magical piece of artistry; as a piece of historical repertoire steeped in tradition; as a 
continuously evolving, experimental piece; or indeed all of the above. From an interviewee’s 
perspective, Michael McGlynn noted that while his choral group Anúna, often receives a 
significant amount of feedback that their arrangements are often hypnotic and pacifying, he 
also emphasised that none of the group’s repertoire was written for a lulling function (McGlynn 
2018). This brings us back to the inclusivity of the genre and its propensity to adopt and 
assimilate more general song repertoire with lulling intentions (Howley 2017; de Cléir 2018; 
Joyce 2018; Ó Madagáin 1985). As musical aesthetic was not at the forefront of this study, 
while interesting and informative, this direction of inquiry was not further explored. 
Another theme that could not be incorporated sufficiently into the parameters of this 
study was that of language. The complexity and intricacy of meaning that language brings is 
incredibly important in terms of these songs tapping deeply into aspects of Irish folklore, 
tradition, and culture. The fact that the lullabies that were recurringly being noted as 
representational in this research were also in the Irish language greatly supports this point. That 
being said, a detailed analysis of the place of Irish within Ireland today, through the lens of 
these songs, was outside the scope of this study. Looking ahead to the next section of this 
chapter, such a frame of focus for future research would likely yield a wealth of invaluable 
knowledge surrounding lullaby practices, linguistic construction, folkloric and literary 
interpretation, and affirmation or challenging of cultural and individual identity.  
Physiologically and psychologically salubrious, as well as developmentally and 
educationally beneficial lulling contexts – community music, music therapy and education – 
were also very informative in this research. However, these settings ended up falling outside 
of the focus and parameters of this study, and could not be engaged in detail. These contexts 
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were brought into play regarding such topics as the facilitation of homeostasis with our vital 
systems such as respiration, heart rate and oxygen levels (O’Donoghue, 2018; Barcellos 2006; 
Cassidy and Standley 1995; O’Donnell 2018; Standley 2002, 2003; Ní Riain 2016; Haslbeck 
2012; Bieleninik, Ghetti and Gold 2016; Watt 2012; Loewy et al. 2013; Warner 1998b). The 
prenatal environment and womb sounds were noted to highlight sonic characteristics within 
lullabies that can create a sense of familiarity for the infant listener. Psychological benefits 
arose with a reflection on the potential for robust emotional expression in these songs – 
particularly for new and isolated caregivers – and the role of lullabies in the initiation and 
maintenance of healthy relationships: the primary indicator of one’s wellbeing (Beirne 2020; 
Watt 2012; Edwards, Collins and Goto 2016; Department of Health 2013; Woods and Tierney 
2019; Health and Safety Executive 2019; Carolan et al. 2012). Mairéad O’Donnell spoke on 
the impact of these songs in such live contexts and circumstances, saying: 
I believe that live music, as in the vibrations of an actual physical instrument/voice, has a 
much greater impact on people and the overall atmosphere in a setting, as opposed to a 
machine playing music. Straight away one  has a more personal experience of music. […] 
Regarding lullabies specifically it’s their gentle and soothing nature that connects easily and 
how they’re delivered is obviously a very important aspect of it […] 
(O’Donnell 2018) 
Reflecting on her participation as a facilitator in the Limerick lullaby project (Carolan et al. 
2012), community musician Kathleen Turner explained that the study was “looking at the 
experience of how these lullabies could be used in pregnancy, without an answer beforehand, 
you know, just discovering what could be of use.” She continued, noting that “they were 
exploring the idea of lullabies, and their use as a, I suppose, to calm and improve the 
experiences of pregnant mums to be. They could learn and sing together, and then if they 
wanted to, to continue to use those songs in their own journeys, I suppose, as, both throughout 
the pregnancy, and then after the birth as well” (Turner 2016). The study itself, along with 
Turner’s experience suggest affirmative results. It shows that workshops in lullaby singing help 
create calming experiences for the mothers-to-be. They foster a healthy and supportive 
environment through community-based group singing, relating back to previous discussions 
on one’s matrix of relationships and the establishment of healthy networks of relationships 
though lullabies (Carolan et al. 2012; Turner 2016). 
Additionally noted in such fields as community music, education, music therapy, and 
psychology was the importance of lullabies in the cognitive development and language 
processing skills of infant learning stages. Furthermore, the educational value of lullabies was 
emphasised in presenting model and questionable relationships, moral parables and dilemmas, 
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and the construction of one’s surroundings, culture, and society. Contexts of community music 
and music therapy where lullaby singing can actively be used to aid, connect, and comfort 
participants were also informative and affirmative of many points found in this study. 
However, this took the study from literary reflection and proposition of story interpretation to 
a very much applied and advocational point of view. While interesting and likely very fruitful, 
this would have diverted the trajectory of this study’s aims and objectives considerably. 
Similarly, this study’s ethnographic inquiry happened to focus in the direction of 
caregivers and traditional singers familiar with Irish traditional lullabies. Whether or not these 
singers were parents or worked in community, educational or therapeutic settings, speaking 
with singers brought forth prolific material that was directly relevant to the focus of stories and 
relationships being interpreted through traditional lullaby lyrics. Speaking with non-singing 
parents brought out the practical application of lullabies and the familial bonds and traditions 
associated with them. Informants from realms of music education and therapy incorporated the 
developmental and salubrious traits of these songs. While all ethnographic discussion was 
informative, going deeper in these directions would have been slightly tangential.  
One final point that was found recurrent, interweaving, yet slightly out of line with this 
research, was gender. This sprawling, fast-growing, and complex field of study is inherent in 
many aspects of lullaby songs and practices as we all carry an individual identity and 
perspective of gender (Wade and Marx Ferree 2019). This topic therefore found prominence 
at several points within this study and has periodically been brought into discussions. Gender 
is deeply fixed in and associated with caregiving and lullaby singing through the biological 
role of women in childbearing, and the subsequent, often societally associated, role of 
caregiving. With lullabies being associated with women and mothers, we see an often-
overlooked feminine narrative accounted for in these songs: her love; her longing; her anxiety; 
her resentment; and her strength. There is also room to acknowledge and encourage other 
genders and caregivers, namely fathers, grandparents, siblings, and more (Watt 2012; Daiken 
1959). Indeed, there are such abundant outlets of inquiry through this lens that it has not been 
possible to account for it within the scope of this study sufficiently, and has merely been 
referenced and acknowledged for its profound importance.  
While these various themes were incorporated throughout the dissertation, to go further 
down these routes of inquiry would have ultimately taken away from the primary aim and 
objectives of this specific study. Further outlets of investigation will now be recognised, 
opening the door to future research on these incredibly salient songs and practices. 
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5.4 Research opportunities moving forward 
The recognition of themes and fields not emphasised certainly is not meant to highlight 
shortcomings or limitations. In order to conceive distilled responses to the research question 
and to strongly present these songs to the readership as enticing subjects of inquiry, my focus 
needed to remain strict in terms of depth and breadth of investigation. Many more Irish 
traditional lullabies, as well as a myriad of cross-cultural resonances, could have been included 
in this study. However, I believe that this would not have facilitated the depth of inquiry 
regarding the layers of meaning within the context of Irish traditional lullaby stories, the 
relationships they reflect, and therefore their continued importance. The detailed analysis of 
four representational lullabies was integral in terms of presenting this song genre and practice 
as important within Irish society. The subject matter referenced in the previous section can 
therefore be seen as a springboard for further research to expand and deepen fields of inquiry 
in relation to traditional lullaby practices. This, in fact, strengthens the argument of this 
dissertation: that these songs, for the range of reasons, uses, and functions that have been 
explored are of vital and continued importance in Irish society. It therefore highlights the 
further possibilities and need for their investigation, application, and appreciation. 
For instance, beneficial physiological effects could be taken further to study the 
biological, hormonal, and chemical exchanges and outputs that occur when one sings and 
listens to lullabies during, as well as outside of pregnancy. Such changes in hormonal makeup 
can have a significant impact on sensations of stress, anxiety, security, and affinity to bonding. 
This can indicate how one might engage with such sensations in the moment of singing, and 
more broadly throughout life (Watt 2012; Farhat et al. 2010). As lullaby singing has been seen 
as a salubrious and regenerative activity, aspects of music therapy, neurobiology, sound 
healing, psychology as well as caregiving across the age spectrum into palliative care can 
benefit from active engagement with lullabies for individuals of all ages. For instance, there 
have been great strides recently in the use of song and lullabies with patients of dementia and 
post-natal mental health (Watt 2012; Davidson and Fedele 2011; Baker and Mackinlay 2005a, 
2005c). Studies could be undertaken to go further down these routes with Irish traditional 
lullabies in mind or to widen the field in terms of subject matter or participants.  
It has been seen throughout this dissertation, as well as through other studies and 
perspectives, that lullabies are very beneficial in education (Brand 1985; Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 
2018; Bradley 2005; Ní Shúilleabháin, Á. 2019). Further research could emphasise the value 
of the embodied experiences of lullaby singing in contributing to early language, social, and 
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musical education. Furthermore, there is room to encourage the use of traditional lullabies 
within community music, educational, and music therapy settings in order to provide an 
accessible and culturally resonant resource to calm one’s child as well as oneself. Several 
endeavours have been undertaken to commence workshops like this which have been very 
promising (Carolan et al. 2012; Baker and Mackinlay 2006, 2008; Mackinlay 2005a, Watt 
2012), but they have yet to see wider and lasting impact. As this study’s ethnographic facets 
focused on traditional singers and singing parents, an aspect of research that could be of interest 
would be to explore the perspectives of individuals who notably do not consider themselves 
singers or parents. This could observe how these songs could benefit broader demographics. 
 As stated previously, the lens of gender, as well as the latticework of perspectives 
branching off from the relationships caregivers have with themselves, their listeners and their 
society can be starting points for further research. Investigation into the passive and active 
listener’s perspective of Irish traditional lullabies, or the societal perspective, could be taken 
up and considered in a similar manner as this study. Additionally, with its quick expansion, 
there is still much in connection to gender yet to be explored and applied within Irish traditional 
lullabies and lullaby singing. Genders and caregivers associated less with lullabies, such as 
fathers, grandparents, siblings, professional caregivers and more, can be explored within 
traditional repertoire. Studies could invite such individuals to openly engage with lullabies not 
only as a form of pacification, but to also use them for expression and contemplation. 
 Finally, and most closely related to the ground covered within this specific study, much 
can be yielded from lullabies in the fields of ethnomusicology and traditional song studies. 
This study has focused on the Irish context, and has drawn from cross-cultural examples, such 
as Thai, Japanese, Scottish, Spanish, and American contexts. Similar in-depth studies can be 
undertaken within any culture that hold lullabies, in order to continue to kindle and strengthen 
cross-cultural connections of traditional lullabies and their practice.  
Traditional lullabies have been vastly overlooked and marginalised in past efforts of 
collection and music making. There is, of course, a balance to be met with the many subgenres 
found within Irish traditional music and song. However, considering how privatised and 
overlooked lullabies can be, it seems paramount that archival efforts be pursued. This would 
bring together lullabies as complex literary and musical narratives worthy of analysis and 
inquiry from throughout Ireland, and more broadly speaking, throughout global and cross-
cultural contexts. Occasional publications have undertaken such projects (Gosset 1915; Budd 
1930; Daiken 1959; Commins 1967); however, while invaluable for the field of lullaby studies, 
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I could not describe these outputs as thorough accounts of the field. Rather they highlight what 
each author sees as exceptional or exemplary samples. While an immense prospect, such 
outlets of research, collection, and dissemination could further strengthen the lullaby’s position 
as a critical aspect of tradition, culture, education, and singer/listener relationships. This could 
further acknowledge and indeed encourage embodied lullaby singing.  
This is a task of some urgency. While a proportion of traditional lullabies have been 
collected and disseminated by previous generations, it is clear that many traditional lullabies 
live within the flexible, and some might say declining (Watt 2012; Ní Cheannabháin 2019; 
Shields 1993; Ó Lionáird 2018; Ní Riain 2016, 2018; Ó Madagáin 1985 1989; Pearse in Gosset 
1915; Motherway 2013), oral tradition. Therefore, the place to begin such an endeavour would 
most likely be in the home, and with an older generation. 
 
5.5 Bringing it Home: Final Reflections 
In closing this dissertation, I think back to its opening pages and my reflections on the authors 
and poets who populated my literary childhood and kindled my imagination with Loraxes 
(Seuss 1971), Pooh and Piglet (Milne 1926), Mad Hatters (Carroll 1865) and Something Big 
(Prelutsky 1990). Through these innocent and loving characters and their actions, many 
concepts, conflicts, and feelings were presented. Their complex layers and depth have 
influenced how I cope, how I interact with individuals who make up my network, and how I 
incorporate myself into the world around me. Being read these stories by my parents and 
grandparents helped in creating strong and loving bonds that stretched across generations and 
influenced our understanding of family. I think back to the lullabies that my mother sang to me 
and my two brothers. Not necessarily traditional or Irish – neither were we! – these songs 
exposed us to our surroundings and served as a scaffolding for our imaginations to grow. They 
taught us important lessons of life and expressed the necessity for us to go to sleep. 
 These songs – lullabies, traditional lullabies, Irish traditional lullabies – are the thin, 
delicate, and intricate spider silks that web and connect us across time, generation, and culture. 
Through this dissertation, the concept of the lullaby within Irish culture has been considered 
by revealing matrices of relationships between song, self, listener, and society reflected through 
their stories. These have shown the timelessness, resilience, and continued relevance of these 
songs. What I have been able to draw out and emphasise within my interpretations of these 
songs and practices are the fulfilled and unfulfilled needs for security, family, comfort, and 
release, regardless of time, context, society, or culture. Additionally, we find in these songs the 
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caregiver voice that challenges and dismisses these structures, highlighting fractured or 
dysfunctional aspects of relationships. Seemingly ubiquitous needs arise: the functional need 
to pacify children; the psychological need to express emotions; the social needs to build solid, 
loving relationships that incorporate into or dissimilate from a surrounding culture; the need 
for storytelling and belief systems to entertain and explain what we do and do not know, as 
best we can. These needs traverse time and location. The need for lullabies is therefore critical 
and continuous. Irish traditional lullabies are not only pacifiers, narratives, and artistic pieces, 
but are also part of Ireland’s intangible cultural heritage, representing more than material to 
lull a child. They are Irish history, beliefs, culture, society, and intimate family relationships.  
Irish traditional lullabies are valuable to traditional music as artistic vehicles of cultural 
heritage. They are valuable to Irish society and individuals as beneficial acts of bonding, early 
development, assimilation, as well as processing and coping of internal narratives that are 
deviant from these relationship structures. These songs, their stories and their relationships 
have the immense potential to move their singers, listeners, and society. They can engage with 
countless individuals, from singers and educators wishing to engage with and teach classes and 
audiences a variety of subjects from folklore to a cúpla focal,148 to parents wanting to learn 
more songs to sing to their children and to help express their internal, intimate, and perhaps 
darker shades of feelings. It is through this manner of research and inquiry, and thus by 
extension, through academic outlets of community musicking and applied ethnomusicology 
that we must continue to bring the importance of this class of song to the forefront of discussion 
and action. In doing so, such endeavours can empower singers and non-singers to recognise, 
appreciate, and hopefully practice Irish traditional lullabies more fully: embodying the 
tradition; understanding its importance at deeper and more powerful levels and transmitting it 
further, one generation at a time. Drawing from and closing with Adelaide Gosset’s musings 
on the genre, written one century before the commencement of this study: 
In Wordsworth's phrase, "Heaven lies about us in our infancy," and if the children of but a 
single generation should grow up to manhood or womanhood with the echo of even one of 
these lovely refrains to haunt their recollection, "till hearing dies," it would be to the writer a 
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Gearóidín Bhreathnach: Gearóidín Bhreathnach is a tradition bearer of Donegal sean-nós 
singing, an Irish speaker,149 teacher, as well as a seanchaí: an Irish storyteller. Discussions with 
Bhreathnach were invaluable, as she brought a deep knowledge of story, folklore, and custom, 
along with her mastery and knowledge of song and singing. With Bhreathnach, we explored 
the contexts of historic folk beliefs and customs connected with lullaby singing and sleep in 
Ireland, mythological grounding for some lullaby content, and the emotional investment of 
intimate relationships between parent and child. Bhreathnach’s contributions were additionally 
instrumental in clarifying and verifying the Irish-language texts of many of the lullabies that I 
encountered. 
 
Pauline Burke: Pauline Burke is a day-care owner, mother, and grandmother. Though it is not 
usually a part of traditional song repertoire, she has always filled the house with singing and 
has enjoyed interacting and exchanging with her children and grandchildren through different 
songs. Additionally, she pursues song performance in a community choir. In our interview, we 
discussed the incorporation of song in her preschool curriculum, and the teachers’ and students’ 
reception of song in emotional and affective ways. Additionally, Burke clearly emphasised the 
shift in lifestyle within Irish society, noting that we are trying to do everything and be 
everywhere at once, leaving little room for family bonding. This was helpful in considering the 
changes in society, and how they might affect lullaby practices. 
 
Karan Casey: Karen Casey is a vocal performer within traditional and folk song, and jazz, 
attributing much of her traditional repertoire knowledge to the late singer, Frank Hart. She also 
teaches song and recently graduated from the University of Limerick with an Arts Practice PhD 
that autoethnographically explores her artistic identity as a singer and song scholar, and her 
decision-making process in putting together songs, singing technique, performances, and 
recordings. Casey’s memories of lulling her children resonated strongly with the importance 
of humming, and storytelling. Conversations with Casey were very helpful in exploring the 
perspective of the professional singer. We discussed the logistics involved in putting together 
a connective setlist and performance, her relationships with her fellow players on stage and in 
the audience, and where the lullaby can fit into a performance. 
 
Ceara Conway: Context was a major topic of discussion with Ceara Conway, as she is a 
performance and visual artist, singer, and Irish speaker. Conway is attracted to the 
incorporation of artistic song experiences through multiple contexts. In our interview, we 
discussed the presentation of lullabies outside of the lulling context, and the audience reactions 
this can elicit. We talked about the deep bonding and entrainment that occurs over lullaby 
singing, the attachment that we have to sound – through our own experiences and memories – 
and how this can affect perceptions of a presentation. Two of Conway’s projects that come 
particularly into contact with parenthood and lullabies include her collaboration with artist, 
Marie Brett, through the project Amulet, as well as her contribution to Aileen Lambert and 
Michael Fortune’s Songs for Our Children project. 
 
149I use the term ‘Irish speaker’, in these biographies, in the most inclusive way possible. This can denote having 
a substantial level of understanding regarding the Irish language, from native Irish speakers from the Gaeltachtaí 
areas of Ireland, to those who have become accredited in Irish through second- and third-level education, to those 




Elaine Cormican: A teacher, singer, Irish speaker and whistle player, Elaine Cormican came 
to our discussions mainly as a caregiver, being a new mother at the time. We explored her 
responses as a new mother, and then built off of these responses to consider insights into other 
aspects of her identity. Topics of discussion for us focused on how the story content of some 
lullabies can help in expressing a new mother’s internal dialogue. We also discussed facets of 
language surrounding these songs as a way for caregivers to access and transmit a wealth of 
Irish language efficiently, and the musical characteristics in lullabies that evoke calm and sleep. 
 
Síle de Cléir: Síle de Cléir is a faculty member in the University of Limerick’s Folklore 
department. Her knowledge in folklore and the Irish language was very helpful for enriching 
both my analyses of the content of these songs and their contextual structures. While she is a 
parent and she did have lulling routines with her children, her experiences did not include Irish 
traditional lullabies. Our discussions centred around the folklore and customs that have 
historically surrounded lulling contexts in Ireland. This was significant in further connecting 
aspects of lullabies – such as specialised language, repetition, and story content – to the people 
and society to which they belong. 
 
Tim Dennehy: Tim Dennehy has experience as a teacher, radio broadcaster, traditional singer, 
Irish speaker and composer. Though he would not normally sing or record lullabies, Dennehy 
brought foundational knowledge of the lullaby tradition, going into historical and folkloric 
customs and mythology. He also shared his own memories of his mother singing when he was 
a child. Dennehy incorporated into our interview the relationships that are reaffirmed, as well 
as found wanting, within these songs, and discussed subjects of societal shifts that affect song 
and lullaby practices. He specifically focused on the sonic “clutter” (Dennehy, T. 2016) that 
technology brings today, and how these shifts affect our practices, traditions, and relationships. 
 
Aideen and Mickey Dunne: Aideen and Mickey Dunne were interviewed for this research as 
a couple with two adult children. The Dunne family has a strong musical legacy, in which 
Mickey Dunne has inherited a fiddling tradition from previous generations and has passed it 
on to his two daughters. Mickey is also a renowned uillean pipe player and maker, and Aideen 
plays tin whistle. Both sing in traditional sessions when the occasion calls, but neither would 
describe themselves as singers. Our discussions were therefore centred around their perspective 
of lullabies, as caregivers. We focused on the musical characteristics of lullabies, the value of 
story, the importance of lullabies as early music education, and the comforting space that they 
can help to create. In creating that comforting space, both Aideen and Mickey noted the 
lullaby’s capacity to ingrain deep memories of, often, pleasant childhood and parenthood 
experiences. We also discussed their shared parental memories and experiences of bedtime 
routines. 
 
Janet Howley: Janet Howley provided the perspective of a parent and grandparent, who has 
incorporated song through home-schooling her children and grandchildren. Though not 
identifying as a musician herself, she was surrounded by music from an early age, and loves to 
sing whenever she can. In our discussions, we explored the importance and use of story within 
song, the characteristics of lullabies that establish security and entrain deep memory and 
connection. We also discussed the inclusivity and flexibility of the term ‘lullaby’, as well as 
song’s valuable contribution to education and the maintenance and gatekeeping of history 




Nóirin Lynch: A traditional singer from Clare, Nóirin Lynch has been very active in 
community engagement through song sessions and has a deep knowledge and vested interest 
in traditional song’s history and development. With Lynch, I discussed the connectivity of 
lullabies through their contextual intimacy, the nostalgia and memory surrounding them, and 
their story content. We talked about the darker aspects of some lullaby lyrics, and how they 
can serve as metaphors to mirror the intense and complex emotions in one’s life. We also 
explored liminality and transcendence through consciousness as lullabies can serve as both a 
bridge for the child to pass into dream, and also as a meditative space for a caregiver to quiet 
their inner chatter.  
 
Billy Mag Fhloinn: Billy Mag Fhloinn is a folklorist, archaeologist, lecturer, Irish speaker, 
and bouzouki player with experience in media. He has strong interests in festival and ritual, 
prehistoric metalwork, as well as ancient musical instruments. In interviewing Mac Fhloinn’s 
wife, Muireann Nic Amhlaoibh (see her biography below), Nic Amhlaoibh called upon Mag 
Fhloinn to contribute to our discussion. While my interaction with Mag Fhloinn was short, and 
to the point of one particular question within Nic Amhlaoibh’s interview, his insights were 
illuminating and instrumental in considering the content of traditional lullabies at an even 
deeper level. Mag Fhloinn’s discussions addressed the complex structures of metaphor found 
within the folkloric aspects of these songs. He particularly emphasised the capacity of folklore 
and belief to reflect more rooted human experience and dilemma; the emotional landscape of 
love, frustration, and fear. 
 
Ber McElligott: Ber McElligott is a parent of adult children, and brought insight regarding 
transmission, technology, and globalisation. She shared with me memories of her mother 
singing a particular English-language lullaby – I See The Moon (Mariners 1954) – which she 
then sang to her son. It is her hope that either she or her son will eventually sing this same 
lullaby to his children in the future. Her personal experience with the transmission of this 
lullaby, and the importance of it as a family legacy and tradition came across clearly in our 
discussion and helped in strengthening the lullaby’s foundation as personal tools of bonding 
within familial relationships. My discussion with McElligott continued on from this to explore 
the emotional capacity of these songs and their singing, their soporific effects on a sonological 
level, and how advances in technology have both helped and hindered the practice of lullaby 
singing. 
 
Michael McGlynn: Michael McGlynn is the composer and director for the vocal group, 
Anúna, and is also a singer, Irish speaker, and father. McGlynn discussed with me his 
knowledge of lullabies and lulling, as well as concepts of aesthetic and genre surrounding 
lullabies, and Anúna. This vocal group has been externally described as many different genres, 
including New-Age, Irish and Classical. However, when one reads into Anúna’s story, and 
discusses this subject with McGlynn, one finds their aesthetic to be a focus on oneness and 
integrity of sound, without any connection to a specific genre. We also discussed mythological 
connections in lullabies, and the characteristics of lulling. While McGlynn emphasised that he 
had never written any lullaby material for Anúna to perform, the qualities in several of their 
arrangements have proven to be very calming and soporific, not only in my observations, but 
also through individuals writing to McGlynn to tell him about their experiences with his music. 
 
Mary McLaughlin: Mary McLaughlin has had an accomplished career as a professional 
singer, as well as an educator in Ireland and the US. She has previously worked in subjects of 
folklore and literature and is an Irish speaker. Holding a doctorate from the University of 
Limerick’s Irish World Academy of Music and Dance, her research as a song scholar 
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investigates the appearance of the Otherworld within the Irish song tradition. McLaughlin has 
a deep knowledge of Irish repertoire and the stories behind these songs. In our discussions, we 
elaborated on topics such as the evolution of function and meaning of songs, mythological 
foundations, and the capacity and rationality of magic throughout song and how that can be 
found within lullabies. 
 
Muireann Nic Amhlaoibh: A singer, flute player, teacher, Irish speaker, parent, and women’s 
rights activist with experience in media, Muireann Nic Amhlaoibh has had a strong and lasting 
practice of lullaby singing with her children, along with her husband, Billy Mag Fhloinn. She 
also uses lullabies in the context of teaching, and has incorporated them into her music career 
through live and recorded performance. Additionally, she has given great thought to the songs 
themselves, and their manifestation, which greatly informed my discussions with her. Our 
conversations richly explored her love and interest for the Irish language and its presence in 
traditional lullabies, their stories and emotional facets. We also discussed what traditional 
lullabies say about their surrounding society and history, and the potential for lullabies as a 
platform for narration in the area of women’s activism. 
 
Saileog Ní Cheannabháin: A singer, musician, teacher, and Irish speaker from Connemara, 
Ní Cheannabháin’s musical journey is greatly informed by her father, Peadar Ó Ceannabháin. 
They have collaborated in recordings on several occasions, including on the lullaby 
compilation CD, Codail a Mhuirnín (Ní Fhiaich 2003). In our fruitful conversation, we 
discussed not only the structure and meaning of lullabies, but we also considered folklore more 
generally, changing society and culture in rural areas, technology, politics, history, and more. 
Ní Cheannabháin brought insights on how these dimensions of Irish culture interact with 
traditional music and lullabies. 
 
Róisín Ní Ghallóglaigh: Róisín Ní Ghallóglaigh is a traditional singer, teacher, Irish speaker, 
and song scholar currently undertaking a doctoral degree at the University of Limerick. Ní 
Ghallóglaigh has a deep knowledge of traditional songs and the stories surrounding them. Her 
research focuses on the representation of erotic content in Irish traditional song through 
metaphor and memory, and the use of song as a space for expression of the taboo or societally 
inappropriate. During our interview, Ní Ghallóglaigh drew from these concepts, which then 
was very informative of similar themes arising within my own research. We were able to 
disentangle some of the double entendre seen in lullabies to gain a clearer picture of their 
deeper narratives. 
 
Nóirín Ní Riain: Nóirín Ní Riain is an accomplished singer, teacher, Irish speaker, and song 
scholar. Her spirituality, and connection with theology has remained a prevalent aspect of her 
identity and – on top of achieving a doctorate in theology from Mary Immaculate College, 
Limerick – in 2017, she became a minister in the One Spirit Inter Faith Foundation. With her 
research focusing on the sound of God, and our connection with the Otherworld through sound 
and song, Ní Riain possesses an depth of knowledge regarding the transformative power of 
singing, and more specifically of lullabies. Our conversations explored areas of sonology, 
relationships between singer and listener, folklore, education, the singer’s role as a conduit for 
sound, story, and emotion to reach listeners. 
 
Áine Ní Shúilleabháin: A linguist, caregiver, Irish speaker and naíolann (crèche) teacher, 
Áine Ní Shúilleabháin recently authored the resource books, Bróga Nua (Ní Shúilleabháin 
2016) and Bróga Nua 2 (Ní Shúilleabháin 2018). From this she curated a workshop series 
around these publications, which contained Irish language action rhymes and songs for parent 
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and child to learn and enjoy together. She was first inspired to compile this resource because 
in her time as a new mother in the Dublin area, she found it very difficult to find such material 
as rhyming, songs, or activity books in Irish to share with her children. In interview, we 
discussed lullabies more generally, and the communicative ability of song and rhyme. Ní 
Shúilleabháin expressed great interest in the linguistic aspects of lullabies, and their importance 
in the cognitive development of pre-natal infants, newborns, and young children. We also 
discussed aspects of bonding between caregiver and child, and the importance of embodied 
transmission for such relationships, and empowering reflexivity. 
 
Eilís Ní Shúilleabháin: Eilís Ní Shúilleabháin is a tradition bearer of Munster singing and is 
also a caregiver, Irish speaker and has had a full career in education. Now retired, she has 
advised many aspiring singers and scholars through her deep knowledge of the tradition and 
culture, and history behind it. She brought many lullabies to our interview, to teach me, as well 
as to discuss regarding my research topics. Ní Shúilleabháin was very helpful in providing 
working translations of these songs. She also provided abundant folkloric and historical 
information that helped to deepen my understanding of the possible interpretations of these 
lullaby lyrics. 
 
Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin: Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin is a traditional singer, caregiver, Irish 
speaker, and teacher from Louth. She has released a number of albums over the years that she 
describes as “non-nursery; from age 7-70” (Ní Uallacháin 2017). The main concepts 
surrounding lullabies that became recurrent in my discussion with Ní Uallacháin were the 
importance of intergenerational transmission, and the shared experience between caregiver and 
child: the shared enjoyment and entertainment; the expression of emotions on both sides; and 
the comfort and relaxation gained by both parties. We also discussed aspects of language and 
change in society, and how this can both open, and close doors for lullaby singing. 
 
Mairéad O’Donnell: Mairéad O’Donnell is a community musician, and describes herself as a 
“musician in health care” (O’Donnell 2018). She has brought her work as a professional folk 
musician  and singer into hospitals, ranging from playing in hospital lobbies, to visiting and 
playing for patients in their rooms. My interview with O’Donnell resonated with the empathy 
and benefits in lullaby singing; a desire to alleviate someone’s distress through the power of 
music. We discussed the powerful effects that music can have on one’s emotions and energy, 
both by calming distress as well as uplifting low spirits. O’Donnell shared with me her 
memories of her first-hand experiences of these effects in the hospital context. 
 
Jessica O’Donoghue: A singer, music therapist and fellow Ph.D. candidate, Jessica 
O’Donoghue recently graduated from the University of Limerick’s doctoral programme in 
music therapy. Her research focuses on the benefits that music therapy can potentially provide 
for individuals suffering from types of dysphemia, such as stuttering or stammering. My 
discussion with O’Donoghue was helpful and informative in opening this research up to 
therapeutic discourse, such as studies and benefits surrounding lullabies in the contexts of 
music therapy. O’Donoghue not only provided many resources on the subject for further study, 
but also elaborated on the implications and benefits that lullabies can bring to the pre-, peri- 
and postnatal soundscape, as well as the role that they can play in facilitating early attachment 
between parents and child. 
 
Iarla Ó Lionáird: Iarla Ó Lionáird is a traditional singer, caregiver, Irish speaker, song scholar 
and teacher. Ó Lionáird helps to maintain the legacy of his great aunt, Elizabeth (Bess) Cronin, 
who was a tradition bearer of Irish song in West Cork. This interview was also a major source 
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of contemplation and inspiration not only regarding specific repertoire, but also for a variety 
of epistemological subjects related to the practice of lullaby singing. These included primacy, 
meta-cognitive communication, intimacy, connection to lament, needs, motherhood, and more. 
Ó Lionáird’s thoughts were informative regarding the performance of traditional song, and its 
transformative ability, as well as traditional song’s history and cultural importance throughout 
changes and constants in Irish society. 
 
Kathleen Turner: A community musician, teacher, choir conductor, singer, and composer 
from Derry, Kathleen Turner is the course director of the Master’s in Community Music at the 
University of Limerick. Our interview focused specifically on her participation in the 
University of Limerick’s lullaby project, conducted through the Midwifery department 
(Carolan et al. 2012). Turner was one of the facilitators of the study’s song workshops, which 
taught lullabies and soothing songs from around the world to expectant mothers. In interview, 
we discussed the soothing qualities of lullabies, the deep bonding that lullaby singing can 









Recording available at: 
 http://research.culturalequity.org/rc-b2/get-audio-detailed-recording.do?recordingId=7382 (Lomax 1951). 
Bog braon, bog braon, bog braon don 
tseanduine 
Bog braon ‘s blais féin, bog braon don 
tseanduine150 
 
Cuir a chodladh, cuir a chodladh, cuir a 
chodladh an seanduine 
Cuir a chodladh, nigh a chosa, bog braon don 
tseanduine 
 
Ubh circe, ubh circe, ubh circe don tseanduine 




Arán úr, arán úr, arán úr don tseanduine 
Arán úr, is braon sú ‘s é a thabhairt don 
tseanduine 
 
A warm drop, a warm drop, a warm drop for 
the old man 
A warm drop and taste it yourself, a warm 
drop for the old man 
 
Put to sleep, put to sleep, put to sleep the old 
man 
Put to sleep, and wash his feet, a warm drop for 
the old man 
 
A hen’s egg, a hen’s egg, a hen’s egg for the old 
man 
A hen’s egg and a little butter and give it to the 
old man 
 
Fresh bread, fresh bread, fresh bread for the old 
man 




Bog braon, bog braon, bog braon don 
tseanduine 
Bog braon ‘s blais féin, bog braon don 
tseanduine 
 
Cuir a chodladh, cuir a chodladh, cuir a 
chodladh an seanduine 
Cuir a chodladh, nigh a chosa, bog deoch don 
tseanduine 
 
Ubh circe, ubh circe, ubh circe don tseanduine 




Feoil úr, arán úr, feoil úr don tseanduine 




Nach deas é? Nach deas é? Nach deas é? An 
seanduine. 
A warm drop, a warm drop, a warm drop for the 
old man 
A warm drop and taste it yourself, a warm drop 
for the old man 
 
Put to sleep, put to sleep, put to sleep the old 
man 
Put to sleep, and wash his feet, a warm drink 
for the old man 
 
A hen’s egg, a hen’s egg, a hen’s egg for the old 
man 
A hen’s egg and a little butter and give it to the 
old man 
 
Fresh meat, fresh meat, fresh meat for the old 
man 
Fresh meat and a drop of soup and give it to the 
old man 
 
Isn’t he lovely? Isn’t he lovely? Isn’t he lovely? 
The old man. 
 
150Please note that the accepted choruses of these lullabies are emboldened for reader clarity. Similarly, where 




nach deas é? nach deas é? ’s nach fada go 
gcodlaíonn sé 
 
Isn’t he lovely? Isn’t he lovely? And isn’t he 
taking a long time to go to sleep 
(Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018) 
Éiníní 







Cois an chlaí amuigh, cois an chlaí amuigh, 
Codalaígí, codalaígí, 




An londubh is an fiach dubh, 
Téigí a chodhladh, téigí a chodhladh, 
An chéirseach is an préachán, 
Téigí a chodhladh, téigí a chodhladh. 
 
An spideog is an fhuiseog, 
Téigí a chodhladh, téigí a chodhladh, 
An dreolín is an smóilín, 
Téigí a chodhladh, téigí a chodhladh. 
 
Little birds, little birds, 
Go to sleep, go to sleep, 
Little birds, little birds, 
Go to sleep, go to sleep. 
 
Go to sleep, go to sleep 
Beside the wall outside, beside the wall 
outside, 
Go to sleep, go to sleep 
Beside the wall outside, beside the wall 
outside. 
 
Blackbird and raven, 
Go to sleep, go to sleep, 
Female blackbird and crow, 
Go to sleep, go to sleep. 
 
Robin and lark, 
Go to sleep, go to sleep, 
Wren and thrush, 
Go to sleep, go to sleep. 
(McLaughlin 2002:18) 
 
A Éiníní ‘chroidhe ‘stigh 
Codlaigí fé’n droighneach 
Ní baoghal díbh aon díth 
An cat buidhe ná ‘ál. 
 
Ní baoghál ná an síofra 
Cois leasa ina luighe ‘muigh. 
Ná’n dobharchú ‘tá  





Chois chlaidhe ‘muigh go sámh. 
 
Codlaigí ‘éiníní 
Smóilíní céirsíní  
Codlaigí ‘éiníní 
Codlaigí go lá 
 
A Éiníní ‘chroidhe ‘stigh 
Codlaigí fé’n droigh neach 
Ní baoghal díbh na daoine 
Táid ‘na gcodladh go sámh. 
 
Ní baoghal díbh aon díth 
Ah little birds, heart inside 
Go to sleep yourself under blackthorn 
No risk of danger for you from  
The yellow cat and its litter. 
 
No danger either from the changeling,  
Lying down beside the fairy fort in the yard, 
Nor the always hungry otter  
Down on the beach. 
 
Go to sleep little birds 
Little thrushes, little starlings 
 Sleep peacefully little birds 
next to the wall. 
 
Go to sleep little birds 
Little thrushes, little female blackbirds 
Go to sleep little birds 
Go to sleep until day 
 
Ah little birds, heart inside 
Go to sleep yourself blackthorn 
No danger to you from people 
They are sleeping peacefully.  
 
No danger of loss for you 
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‘nocht agus mise ‘n bhúr gcoimhdeacht. 
Codlaigí dá bhrígh sin  
codlaigí go lá. 
 
Tá’n fiadhach dubh ag faire  
ar uair an mheádhonoidhche. 
Ach ní bhfuighidh sé 
 mo mhaoineach mo éinínó. 
 
Codlaighí ‘éiníní 
Smóilíní céirsíní  
Codlaigí ‘éiníní 
Codlaigí go ló 
Tonight, as I am with you. 
Go to sleep therefore 
Go to sleep until day 
 
There is the raven watching 
At the hour of midnight 
But he will not get 
My dear one, my little bird 
 
Go to sleep little birds 
Little thrushes, little female blackbirds 
Go to sleep little birds 
Go to sleep until day 
(Hardebeck n.d.)151 
Seoithín Seo-hó 
Recording available at: www.joeheaney.org/en/seoithin-seo-ho/ (Heaney 1982). 
Seoithín, seo hó, mo stór é, mo leanbh 
Mo sheod gan chealg, mo chuid den tsaol mhór 
Seoithín, seo hó, is mór é an taitneamh 
Mo stóirín ina leaba ina chodladh gan brón. 
 
A leanbh mo chléibh, go n-éirí do chodladh leat 
Séan agus sonas a choíche in do chóir 
Tá mise le do thaobh ag guí ort na mbeannacht 
Seoithín, a leanbh, ní imeoidh tú leo. 
 
Ar mhullach an tí tá síógí geala 
Faoi chaoin-ré an earraigh ag imirt ‘s ag spóirt 
Is seo hiad aniar iad chun glaoch ar mo leanbh 
Le mian le é a tharraingt isteach sa lios mór. 
 
 
A leanbh, a chléibh, go n-éirí do chodladh leat 
Séan a’s sonas a choíche in do chóir 
Tá mise le do thaobh ag guí ort na mbeannacht 
Seoithín, a leanbh, ní imeoidh tú leo. 
Hushaby, hush, my child and my treasure 
My guileless jewel, my portion of life 
Hushaby, hush, it’s such a great pleasure 
My child in bed sleeping without any care. 
 
My child, my heart, sleep soundly and well 
May good luck and happiness forever be yours 
I’m here at your side praying blessings upon you 
Hushaby, hush, you’re not going with them. 
 
On the roof of the house there are bright fairies 
Playing and sporting under the gentle rays of the 
spring moon 
Here they come, to call my child out 
Wishing to draw him into the fairy mound 
 
My child, my heart, sleep soundly and well 
May good luck and happiness forever be yours 
I’m here at your side praying blessings upon you 
Hushaby, hush, you’re not going with them. 
(Heaney, 1982) 
 
Seoithín seothó, mo stóir é mo leanabh, 
Mo sheod gan chealg, mo chuid d’en tsaoghal 
mór, 
Seoithín seothó, nach mór é an taithneamh, 
Mo stoirín ‘n-a leabaidh ‘n-a chodladh gan 
bhrón! 
 
A leanabh, mo chléibh, go n-éiríghidh do 
chodladh leat, 
Séan agus sonas a choídhche ‘do chomhair! 
Seo beannacht Mhic Dé agus téagair a bhuime 
Seoithín seothó, my child is my treasure, 
My jewel without guile, my share of the world, 
Seoithín seothó, how great is the delight, 




Child of my bosom, may the sleep thrive with 
you, 
Happiness and luck be even in store for you! 
May the blessing of God’s Son and the love of 
 





Téirígh a chodladh gan bíodhgadh go ló. 
 
 
Ar Mhullach an tSidhe tá sídheoga geala 
Fá chaoin-ré an earraigh ag imirt a spóirt, 
‘S seo iad aniar chun glaoidh ar mo leanbh 
Le mian é tharraingt isteach san lios mór. 
 
 
Goirim tú, a chroidhe! ní bhfuigh’ siad do 
mhealladh 
Le brígh a gcleas ná le binneas a gceoil, 
Tá mise led’ thaoibh ag guidhe ort na 
mbeannacht, 
Seoithín, a leanbh, ní imtheo’ tú leo 
 
Os comhair mo laoigh, go míochair cean’ mhail 
Tá díl-ruisg aingeal ag faire ‘n-a threo, 
Le mór-ghrádh dian ‘ghá iarraidh chun 
bealaigh,  
Mar b’aoibhne flaithis dá rachadh sé leo. 
 
A stór mo chroidhe, luigh siar in do leabaidh, 
Le taoibh do mhaime ‘seadh fhanfair go fóill, 
Ní mór dham le Dia mo shiamsa ‘gus m’aiteas, 
Mo Ríoghacht ar talamh i dteannta mo bhróid. 
 
His nurse be with you, 
Go to sleep without start until day. 
 
 
On the Hill of the Sidhe are fairies shining 
Under the fair moon of spring playing their 
games, 
And here they come eastward to call to my child 
Wishing to lure him into the great fort. 
 
I call thee, my heart! they shall not entice you 
By dint of their tricks, or the sweetness of their 
music, 
I am by your side praying for you blessings, 
Seoithín, my child, you will not go with them. 
 
 
Before my darling, sweet and gentle 
Kind angel eyes are gazing upon him, 
With great strong love inviting him away, 
For Heaven would be more delightful were he to 
go with them. 
 
Treasure of my heart! lie down in your bed, 
Beside your mamma you still will abide, 
God does not grudge me my play and my 
pleasure, 
My Heaven on earth along with my darling. 
(Uí Choisdealbha 1923:66) 
Hó-bha-ín 
Recording available at: 
https://www.xn--sorchanghuairim-bpb.ie/saothar%20shorcha/amhrána%C3%ADocht/gael-linn_2002_sorcha  
(Ní Ghuairim and Uí Ógáin 2002). 
Hó-bha-ín, hó-bha-ín, hó-bha-ín mo ghrá, 
Hó-bha-ín mo leanbh agus codail go lá. 
Hó-bha-ín mo leanbh is hó-bha-ín mo 
roghain, 
Hó-bha-ín mo leanbh is gabh amach a 
bhobogha152 
 
Agus d'imigh do mhama le Filipe Dall,  
Agus níl fhios agam beo cé hé. 
   
Ó, is tá capall an tsagairt i ngarraí Sheáin 
Ghabha, 
Mura gcuirfidh tú as í, ó déanfaidh sí foghail. 
 
Hó-bha-ín, hó-bha-ín, hó-bha-ín my darling, 
Hó-bha-ín my child and sleep till day. 
Hó-bha-ín my child is hó-bha-ín my dearest 
one, 
Hó-bha-ín my child and clear out you evil 
spirit evil spirit. 
 
And your Momma went off with blind Filipe 
And on my life, I don’t know who he is. 
 
And the priest’s horse is in the garden of Sean 
the Blacksmith, 
If you don’t put her out, she’ll trash it. 
 (Ní Ghuairim and Uí Ógáin 2002:62)153 
 
152This is Uí Ógáin’s spelling of badhbh badhbh. I have used Róisín Elsafty’s spelling of the term, from her album, 
Má Bhíonn tú Loim Bí Liom (Elsafty 2007), throughout the body of this dissertation, as this spelling corroborates 
with more sources regarding its folkloric and mythological origins as an evil spirit. 
153These are the first and second verses that are discussed, regarding this lullaby, in the body of this dissertation. 
Uí Ógáin does not provide a translation to this text, therefore I have supplemented it with the translation included 




h-Ó abhá-ínn, h-Ó abhá-ínn, h-Ó abhá-ínn mo 
gradh, 
h-Ó abhá-ínn mo leanbh agus codail go lá,  
h-Ó abhá-ínn, mo leanbh, h-Ó abhá-ínn, mo 
ghreann, 
‘S h-Ó abhá-ínn mo leanbh, go moch is mall  
 
 
Agus d’imthigh do mhama le tuile tragha,  
Agus n  fhios agam cé hé  
 
h-O abha-inn, h-O abha-inn, h-O abha-inn 
my love,  
h-O abha-inn, my baby and sleep until day.  
h-O abha-inn, my baby, h-O abha-inn, my 
joy, 
h-O abha-inn, my baby, early and late 
 
 
And my mama left with the tide 
And I do not know who it is 
(Ní Ghuairim 1957)154 
 
Hó abháín, hó abháín, hó abháín mo ghrá  
Hó abháín mo leanbh, agus codail go lá  
Hó abháín mo leanbh, hó abháín mo lean’  
Hó abháín mo leanbh, go moch a bhóbó  
 
Agus d’imigh do mhaime le tilleadh trá  
Agus níl fhios ‘am beo ce hí  
 
Hó abháín my love  
Hó abháín my child, and sleep until day  
Hó abháín my child, hó abháín my little child  
Hó abháín my child, early little baby  
 
And your mama’s gone back to the sea  
And I’ll never know who she is 
(Gramore 2006a) 
 
Habháín, habháín, habháín mo ghrá.  
Habháín mo leanbh agus codail go lá.  
 
Tá do Dhaid ar an bhfarraige ó mhaidin Dé 
Máirt 
Is go dtaga sé abhaile arís chugainn slán 
 
Tá capall an tsagairt i ngarraí Sheáin Ghabha, 
Ó cuirigí ceangal air nó déanfaidh sé foghail. 
 
 
Ó! Cá bhfaighimid cóiste do bhabóigín gan 
chaoi? 
Ó sean-phota gliomach agus poll ar a thaobh. 
 
Habháín, habháín, habháín my love, 
Habháín my child and sleep until morning.  
 
Your Daddy’s on the ocean since Tuesday 
morning, 
May he come back again safely to us. 
 
The priest’s horse is in Seán the Blacksmith’s 
field, 
Oh, tether it or it will plunder. 
 
Oh, where will we find a coach for a broken 
down babe? 
From an old lobster pot with a hole in its side. 
(Ní Fhiaich 2003)155 
Do Chuirfinn-si Féin mo Leanabh a Chodhladh 
Do chuirfinn-si féin mo leanabh a chodhladh 
‘Sní mar do chuirfeadh mná na m-bodach,  
Fá shúisín bhuidhe ná a m-bratlín bhorraig, 
Acht a g-cliabhán óir is an ghaoth dhá  
bhoghadh. 
  
Seó h-ín seó, h-uil leó leó, 
Seó h-ín seó, as tú mo leanabh;  
I would put my own child to sleep,  
And not the same as the wives of the clowns do, 
Under a yellow blanket and a sheet of tow, 
But in a cradle of gold, rocked by the wind.  
 
 
Seó h-ín seó, h-uil leó leó, 
Seó h-ín seó, you are my child; 
 
transcription, with very minor variation in some spelling. Elsafty, also from Connemara, credits Ní Ghuairim for 
this song. I take these to be supporting factors in using her version as a translation for Uí Ógáin’s Irish text. I have 
also verified this translation in attachment to this text with Irish speakers, including Eilís Ní Shúilleabháin and 
Gearóidín Bhreathnach (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; Bhreathnach 2018). 
154Translation by Francis O’Connell, in liner notes of Ní Ghuairim Vinyl (Ní Ghuairim 1957). 
155The first and third verses listed here are the third and fourth verses considered in the body of this dissertation. 
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Seó h-ín seó, h-uil leó leó, 
Seó h-ín seó, ’sas tú mo leanabh.  
 
Do chuirfinn-si féin mo leanabh a chodhladh,  
La breágh gréine idis dhá nodhluig, 
A g-cliabhán óir ar úrlár shocair, 
Faoi bharra na g-craobh is an ghaoth dhá  
bhoghadh.  
 
Codail a leinigh ‘sgur ba codhladh slán dhuit,  
Is ar do chodhladh go d-tugain do shláinte. Nár 
bhuailidh treighid ná greim an bháis  
tú, 
Galar na leanabh ná’n bholgach ghránna.  
 
Codail a leinigh ‘sgur ba codhladh slán dhuit,  
Is ar do chodhladh go d-tugain do shláinte.  
As do smaointe do chroidhe nár chráidhtear 
Is nár ba bean gan mac do mháthair.  
 
Seó h-ín seó, h-uil leó leó, 
Seó h-ín seó, and you are my child. 
  
I would put my own child to sleep,  
On a fine sunny day between two Christmases, 
In a cradle of gold on a level floor,  
Under the tops of boughs, and rocked by the 
wind.  
 
Sleep my child, and be it the sleep of safety, 
And out of your sleep may you rise in health;  
May neither colic nor death-stich strike you,  
The infant’s disease, or the ugly small-pox.  
 
 
Sleep my child, and be it the sleep of safety,  
And out of your sleep may you rise in health;  
From painful dreams may your heart be free,  
And may your mother not be a sonless woman.  
(Petrie 1855:146) 
A Bhean úd Thíos (The Woman Below)156 
A bhean úd thíos  ar bhruach an tsrotháin, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó,  
An d-tuigeann tusa fáth mo ghéaráin, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
'Sgur bliadhain ‘sa lá niú ‘fuadaigh mé dhom’ 
ghearrán, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
'Sda rugadh asteach mé a Lois an Chnocáin, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
 
Seó hín, seó hín, seó hín, seó hín, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó,  
Seó hín, seó hín, seó hín, seó hín, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
 
'Seo é anso mo theagh mór maiseach, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó,  
As  iomdha leann úr agus leann sean ann, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
As iomdha mil bhuídhe agus céir bheach ann, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
As iomdha sean duine ar a nasg ann, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
 
As iomdha buachaill cúl-donn cas ann, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
As iomdha cailín cúl-bhuidhe deas ann,  
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
‘Tá dhá bhean déag ag iomchar mac ann,  
Oh woman below on the brink of the stream, 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
Do you understand the cause of my wailing? 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
A year and this day I was whipt off my palfrey, 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
And was carried into Lios-an-Chnocain, 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
 
 
Sho-heen, sho-heen, sho-heen, sho-heen 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
Sho-heen, sho-heen, sho-heen, sho-heen 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
 
Here is here my beautiful great-house, 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
Abundant is new ale there and old ale, 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
Abundant is yellow honey and bees’ wax there, 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
Many is the old man tightly bound there 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
 
Many is the curling brown-haired boy there 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
Many is the yellow-haired comely girl there, 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
There are twelve women bearing sons there, 
 
156It should be noted that in Petrie’s works, this song is called ‘Seo hu leo’ (An Irish Lullaby) (Petrie 1855:73) 
and is included in O’Sullivan’s Songs of the Irish as  ‘A Bhean úd Thíos ar Bhruach an tSrutháin’ (O Woman 
Washing by the River) (O’Sullivan 1981:18). 
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Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
‘Tá an oiread eile re na n-air ann,  
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
 
 Abair lém’ chéile teacht a márach, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
'San choinneall chiarach a g-croidhe a 
dheárnann, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
Scian choise duibhe ‘thabhairt na láimh leis, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
‘San capall tosaigh do bhualadh ‘san m-
beárnain, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
 
An luibh a bhuain ‘tá a n-dorus an leasa, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
Mar shúil re Dia go raghainn leis a bhaile, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
Nó mar a d-tigi sé fá’n tráth sin, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
‘Go m-biadsa am bainríoghain ar na mná so, 
Seó hú leó, seó hú leó, 
 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
And as many more are there besides them, 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
 
Say to my husband to come to-morrow 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
With the wax candle in the centre of his palm, 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
And in his hand bring a black-hafted knife, 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
And beat the first horse out of the gap, 




To pluck the herb that’s in the door of the fort, 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
With trust in God that I would go home with 
him, 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
Or if he does not come within that time, 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
That I will be queen over all these women, 
Sho hoo lo, sho hoo lo, 
(Petrie 1855:73) 
Suantraighe Ghráinne Do Dhiarmuid 
Codail begán begán beg  
úair ní hegail duit a bheg  
a ghille dia tardus seirc  
a mhic Í Dhuibhne a Dhiarmaid  
 
Codail-si sunn go sáimh  
a Í Dhuibhne a Dhiarmaid áin  
do dhen-sa t’foraire dhe  
a mheic Í dhealbhdha Dhuibhne  
 
Codail begán beannocht fort  
os uisge tobráin trenghort  
a úanáin uachtoir locha  
do bhrú tíre trénsrotha  
 
 
Rob ionann is codhladh thes  
Dediduigh na n-aird-éiges  
da ttug ingen Mhorainn bhúain  
tar cenn Conoill ón Craobhrúaidh  
 
Rob ionann is chodhladh thúaidh  
Finnchaibh fincháoimh Eassa Rúaidh  
da ttug Sláine ségha rinn  
tar cenn Fhailbhe chodat-chinn  
 
Rob ionann is chodhladh thíar  
Áine inghine Gáilían  
Sleep a little, little, little  
For thou needst not fear the least  
Lad to whom I have given love  
Son of Ó Duibhne, Diarmaid  
 
Sleep thou soundly here,  
Offspring of Duibhne, noble Diarmaid:  
I will watch over thee the while,  
Son of shapely Ó Duibhne  
 
Sleep a little, a blessing on thee!  
Above the water of the spring of Trénghart,  
Little lamb of the land above the lake,  
From the womb of the country of strong 
torrents.  
 
Be it even as the sleep in the south  
Of Dedidach of the high poets,  
When he took the daughter of ancient Morann  
In spite of Conall from the Red Branch.  
 
Be it even as the sleep in the north  
Of fair comely Finnchadh of Assaroe,  
When he took stately Sláine  
In spite of Failbhe Hardhead.  
 
Be it even as the sleep in the west  
Of Áine daughter of Gailian,  
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fecht do luidh ceim fo trilis  
la Dubhthach ó Dhoirinis  
 
Rob ionann is chodhladh thoir  
Dhegadh dhána dhiumaraigh  
da ttuc Coinchenn inghean Bhinn  
tair cenn Dechill déin Dubhrinn  
 
A chró goile ierthair Ghrég  
anana go t’forchomhéad  
moighfidh mo chrodheisi acht ruaill  
monad faicthear ré henúair  
 
Ar sgaradh ar ndís male  
is sgaradh leinb áonbhaile  
is sgaradh cuirp re hanmain  
a laoích locha fionn-Charmain  
 
Leigfidhear Caoinche ar do lorg  
rith Caoilti ní ba hanord  
nach ad táin bás na brocudh  
noch ad léig a siorchodhladh  
 
Ní codail in damh so soir  
ní sguirionn do bhúirfedhaighú  
cía bheith um dhoiribh na lon  
ni fuil na meanmhuin codladh  
 
Ní codail in eilit mháol  
ag buirfedhaigh fo brecláoch  
do ghní rith tar barraibh tor  
ní dhén na hadbhaidh codal  
 
Ní codail in chaoínche bhras  
os barraibh na ccrand ccaomhchas  
is glórac atathor ann  
gidhbe an smólach ní chodhlann  
 
Ní codail in lach lán  
maith a lathor re degh-snámh  
ni dhéin súan no sáimhe ann  
ina hadbhaidh ní chodhlann  
 
Anocht ní chodail in gerg  
os fráochaibh anfaidh imaird  
binn foghar a gotha gloin  
eidir srothaibh ní chodail 
 
What time she fared by torchlight  
With Dubhthach from Doirinis.  
 
Be it even as the sleep in the east  
Of Degha gallant and proud,  
When he took Coinchenn daughter of Binn  
In spite of fierce Dechill of Duibhreann.  
 
O fold of valour of the world west of Greece,  
Over whom I stay watching,  
My heart will well-nigh burst  
If I see thee not at any time  
 
The parting of us twain  
Is the parting of children of one home,  
Is the parting of body with soul,  
Hero of bright Loch Carmain.  
 
Caoinche will be loosed on thy track:  
Caoilte’s running will not be amiss:  
Never may death or dishonour reach thee,  
Never leave thee in lasting sleep.  
 
The stag eastward sleepeth not,  
Ceaseth not from bellowing:  
Though he be in the groves of the blackbirds,  
It is not in his mind to sleep.  
 
The hornless doe sleepeth not,  
Bellowing for her spotted calf:  
She runs over the tops of bushes,  
She does not sleep in her lair.  
 
The lively linnet sleepeth not  
In the tops of the fair-curved trees:  
It is a noisy time there,  
Even the thrush does not sleep.  
 
The duck of numerous brood sleepeth not,  
She is well prepared for good swimming:  
She maketh neither rest nor slumber there,  
In her lair she does not sleep.  
 
Tonight the grouse sleepeth not  
Up in the stormy heaths of the height:  
Sweet is the sound of her clear cry:  
Between the streamlets she does not sleep. 
(Gramore 2006a) 
The Mason’s Word 
1 
You men and maids, I pray attend, now listen to 
me a while, 
It’s of a strange adventure that happened the 
other day: 
5 
He says,  –  my dear, how would you like to 
undergo the toil 
To mount upon a horned goat and ride for 
many a mile? 
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I’ll tell young lovers of a plan that they’ll not 
think absurd, 
How to gain their sweetheart’s favour by the 
curious Mason’s Word. 
2 
A young man went a-courting a handsome 
sprightly lass, 
The night was dark, but what cared he, his 
sweetheart had the brass; 
Her father had laid out for her a man both 
whipped and spurred, 
Oh, but aye she loved her Jamie for he knew the 
Mason’s Word. 
3 
It was on the road going home that night the 
storm began to blow 
And soon his heart began to fail at the sleet and 
drifting snow; 
He turned himself right round about, to his true 
love he went 
For to see how constant she at night it was his 
whole intent. 
4 
He tinkled at his love’s window, she answered 
him full soon 
Saying,  –  Who is that this hour of night to 
wake me does presume? 
Well, if you be my own true love as I take you 
to be 
Tell me the curious Mason’s Word that twice 
you promised me. 
 
 –  I am sure that it would be and action most 
absurd 
For to ride astride all on a goat to learn the 
Mason’s Word. 
6 
She opened the hall door, she enfolded him in 
her arms 
And soon the storm he forgot still thinking on 
her charms; 
He never drew the curtain till the morning sun 
did shine 
And when he arose he says,  –  You’ll mind 
‘Love, rise and let me in’. 
7 
It was not long after that when her waist it did 
grow round, 
Her father sent for Jamie and gave him two 
hundred pounds, 
 –  And when your first son’s born I will give 
to you the third, 





Horo, mo leanibh dhu, horo mo leanibh dhu. 
Ringlets as dark as the raven are thine, 
Lovely thy cheek to me as is the apple tree 
Bud of my bosom, be love ever thine, 
Sleep, little love, daddy’s own dove. 
2 
Where the wild waves run free, daddy for you and 
for me 
Toils in the tempest to keep our bright home 
Soon may we see his face; hasten it, God of grace, 
Bring our dear daddy safe over the foam, 
Home to his dove, home to sweet love. 
3 
Shines the bright sun today, daddy is on the 
way, 
Yonder his sail like the seagull’s white wing, 
Dance to your daddy, dear, dance now 
without a fear, 
Dance to the blue waves where herring is 
king; 
His step’s at the door: our sorrows are o’er. 
(Henry, 1990:8) 
Rocking the Cradle that Nobody Owns 
1 
I am an old man, I’m rocking the cradle 
Rocking the cradle that nobody owns. 
I’m here all alone, I’m rocking the cradle, 
Rocking the baby that’s never my own. 
 
3 
My wife is a flirt who married for money, 
She stays out all night until the cock crows. 
Take warning, dear Harry, if you ever marry, 





Oh, hush, hush, hushaby baby 
Perhaps your own daddy you never will know! 
I’m here all alone, I’m rocking the cradle 
Rocking the cradle that nobody owns. 
 
4 
Hushaby lu, hushaby baby, 
Perhaps your own daddy you never will 
know. 
I’m here all alone, rocking the cradle, 




I will sing a queer song for my Creeveen Cno,  
That I heard from a fairy man long ago; Beneath 
a red rowan he hammered away, 
And lilted a song all the summer day–  
O-ho! dear, shall we go–  
O-ho! all in a row? 
To see a strange palace, as fair as a chalice, 
With a cradle of gold for my Creeveen Cno? 
2 
He sang, "I've a mansion, as round as the sun, 
In the mossy rath, hidden from every one; 
'Tis guarded by thrushes, brown-speckled and 
bright, 
That sing in their sleep in the hush of the night! 
"–  
O-ho! dear, shall we go–  
O-ho! all in a row? 
To see the bold thrushes stand guard on the 
bushes 
All fifing up music for Creeveen Cno? 
3 
“My sister's a nightingale out in the wood; My 
brother's a drummer for Conn the Good; My 
father's a gentleman snug in his chair; My 
mother's a dealer in china-ware!"–  
O-ho! dear, shall we go –  
O-ho! all in a row? 
His father and mother, his sister and brother 
Have millions of kisses for Creeveen Cno! 
4 
"I've a dandy grey mare and a pussy-cat brown,  
And a mouse brings me oatmeal out of the 
town.  
A little white rabbit sleeps high on my knee, 
And a robin picks all the bright berries for me!” 
O-ho! dear, shall we go–  
O-ho! all in a row? 
A dish of strawbérries, raspbérries, and cherries. 
Red Robin has ready for Creeveen Cno. 
5 
"There is bread in the cupboard, and cheese on 
the shelf; 
And if you want more you can get it yourself–  
A bit for old Peter, a bit for young Paul, 
And a bit for the beggar outside the wall!" 
O-ho! dear, shall we go–  
O-ho! all in a row? 
This sweet bread and butter will make a nice 
supper 
For good little children like Creeveen Cno! 
6 
"My butler's a gander, grey-feathered and fat, 
Who wears a blue jacket and three-cocked hat; 
His wife often pecks him – he gravely will 
prance 
When to please the young goslings she bids him 
to dance!” 
O-ho! dear, shall we go–  
O-ho! all in a row? 
This foolish old gander will to the moor wander,  
To jig for my good little Creeveen Cno! 
7 
"I've a black-coated coachman, a dog called 
Ruff, 
And I sent him to town for a pinch of snuff, 
He broke my box and spilled my snuff!” 
Then the man said his story was long enough! 
O-ho! dear, shall we go–  
O-ho! all in a row? 
Be sure, when I'm buried, and you, love, are 
married, 




Long ago, there was once a happy mother–  
Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
Till the Shee took her child and left another;  
3 
O'er the ford in her apron then she brought it,  
Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
And my dear, like a load of lead, she thought it,  
349 
 
Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
And this fairy child was like her own dear 
Treasure, 
 Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
But, ochone! it wept and wailed beyond all 
measure,  
Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
2 
Then she said, this queer thing is not my 
storeen;  
Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
And, she told the Wise Woman in the boreen;  
Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
And the Woman of the Cures said, "Well, my 
daughter–  
Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
"You will know if you cross over running 
water," 
Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
Then the fastenings of her apron burst asunder!  
Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
And a fellow like a wizard tumbled under, 
Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
4 
Then away with a laugh along the river, Hush, 
a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
This old man of the fairies passed for ever, 
Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
But I'm told that when the mother went home 
weeping–  
Hush, a-lanniv! Hush, a-lanniv! 
Her own child she found safe in the cradle 
sleeping 
Like mo-lanniv! like mo-lanniv! 
(Gosset 1915:159) 
Suantraí Hiúdaí 
‘Ghábhail siar Baile an Mhuilinn domh 
B'anásta m'ualach,157 
Beirt ar mo mhuin 
Agus triúr ar mo ghualainn. 
 
Huís aba baile liú 
Huís aba bail’ liú, 
Huís aba bail’ liú, 
Tá 'n babaí sa chliabhán 
 
Deichniúr sa leaba 
Agus ceathrar sa chliabhán, 
Rockin' the cradle 
Sin heraba cliabhán. 
 
Agus siúd isteach madadh 
Is siúd amach caora, 
Siúd madaí an bhaile liú 
Fríd mo chuid caorach. 
 
Tiomáin is tiomáin 
Is tiomáin’i romhaibh iad, 
Fríd prátaí beaga 
Agus fríd prátaí móra. 
Going west to Baile a’ Mhuilinn 
Clumsy was my load, 
Two on my back 
And three on my shoulder. 
 
Huís aba baile liú 
Huís aba bail’ liú, 
Huís aba bail’ liú, 
The baby’s in the cradle. 
 
Ten in the bed 
And four in cradle, 
Rockin' the cradle158 
That’s heraba159 cradle. 
 
In comes a dog, 
And out goes a sheep, 
And in comes the village dogs, 
Through all of my sheep. 
 
Drive them oh drive them 
Oh, drive them before you,  
Through small potatoes  
And through big potatoes. 
(Ní Fhiaich 2003:12) 
 
157 This has been translated as ‘unwieldy burden’ in ethnographic interview (Ní Shúilleabháin, E. 2018; 
Bhreathnach 2018; McLaughlin 2017). 
158This is one of the only instances of a macaronic lullaby noted through this research, in the Irish traditional song 
context. 
159Throughout all translations and ethnographic investigations, I have not yet been able to find a translation for 
‘heraba’, suggesting that it is a non-lexical vocable. However, it also seems like a peculiar place to include a 
vocable and is not repeated in any sort of pattern throughout the song. I have provided, here, what is included in 




Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
Tá an gabhar donn ag labhairt sa bhfraoch; 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
Tá na lachain ag screadaigh sa bhféith; 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
Rachaidh ba siar le héirí an lae; 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
Is rachaidh mo leanbh dá bhfeighilt ar féar. 
 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
Éireoidh gealach is rachaidh grain fé; 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
Is tusa mo leanbh is mo chuid den tsaol 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
Ligfead mo leanbh ag piocadh sméar; 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
Ach codladh go sámh go fáinne an lae. 
 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
The jack-snipe is calling in the heather. 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
The ducks are screeching in the swamp. 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
Cows will head west at break of day. 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
And my baby will go and herd them on grass. 
 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
The moon will rise and the sun will set. 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
You are my baby and my precious possession. 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
I’ll let my baby go picking blackberries. 
Déirín dé, déirín dé! 
But sleep soundly until daybreak. 
(Ní Fhiaich 2003:4) 
Dún do Shúil 
Dún do shúil, a rúin mo chroí 
A chuid den tsaol is mo bhláth-sa 
Dún do shúil, a ghrá mo chroí 
Is gheobhaidh tú féirín amárach 
 
Tá do dheaide ag teacht ón tsíol ar fad 
ón tsíol ar fad, ón tsíol ar fad 
Tá do dheaide ag teacht ón tsíol ar fad 
Is gheobhaidh tú féirín amárach 
 
Tá do mháithrín ag obair go dian sa teach 
go dian sa teach, go dian san teach 
Tá do mháithrín ag obair go dian sa teach 
Is tabhairfaidh sí féirín duit amárach. 
 
Tá na haingle amuigh ar an teach ar fad 
ag fanacht leat, ag fanacht leat 
Tá na haingle amuigh ar an teach ar fad 
ag fanacht le mo dheaidín amárach. 
Close your eyes, secret of my heart 
My life’s portion, my flower 
Close your eyes, love of my heart 
And you’ll get a present tomorrow. 
 
Your daddy is coming in from the sowing 
In from the sowing, in from the sowing, 
Your daddy is coming in from the sowing 
And you’ll get a present tomorrow. 
 
Your mother is working hard in the house 
Hard in the house, hard in the house 
Your mother is working hard in the house 
And she’ll give you a present tomorrow. 
 
The angels are hovering above the house 
Waiting for you, waiting for you, 
The angels are hovering above the house 
Waiting for my little daddy tomorrow. 
(Heaney 1981) 
 
